“What thyng it is that wommen moost desiren”: Image and Self-Realization in The Wife of Bath\u27s Prologue and Tale by Köhn, Thomas W.
Eastern Illinois University
The Keep
Masters Theses Student Theses & Publications
1987
“What thyng it is that wommen moost desiren”:
Image and Self-Realization in The Wife of Bath's
Prologue and Tale
Thomas W. Köhn
Eastern Illinois University
This research is a product of the graduate program in English at Eastern Illinois University. Find out more
about the program.
This is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Theses & Publications at The Keep. It has been accepted for inclusion in Masters Theses
by an authorized administrator of The Keep. For more information, please contact tabruns@eiu.edu.
Recommended Citation
Köhn, Thomas W., "“What thyng it is that wommen moost desiren”: Image and Self-Realization in The Wife of Bath's Prologue and
Tale" (1987). Masters Theses. 2617.
https://thekeep.eiu.edu/theses/2617
"What thyng it is that wommen moost desiren:" Image and 
Self-realization in The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale 
(TITLE) 
BY 
Thomas W. Koehn 
THESIS 
SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS 
FOR THE DEGREE OF 
Master of Arts 
IN THE GRADUATE SCHOOL, EASTERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY 
CHARLESTON, ILLINOIS 
1987 
YEAR 
I HEREBY RECOMMEND THIS THESIS BE ACCEPTED AS FULFILLING 
THIS PART OF THE GRADUATE DEGREE CITED ABOVE 
THESIS REPRODUCTION CERTIFICATE 
TO: Graduate Degree Candidates who have written formal theses. 
SUBJECT: Permission to reproduce theses. 
The University Library is receiving a number of requests from other 
institutions asking permission to reproduce dissertations for inclusion 
in their library holdings. Although no copyright laws are involved, we 
feel that professional courtesy demands that permission be obtained 
from the author before we allow theses to be copied. 
Please sign one of the following statements: 
Booth Library of Eastern Illinois University has my permission to lend 
my thesis to a reputable college or university for the purpose of copying 
it for inclusion in that institution's library or research holdings. 
I respectfully request Booth Library of Eastern Illinois University not 
allow my thesis be reproduced because 
��������������
Date Author 
m 
Thesis Abstract 
The Wife of Bath is undoubtedly one of the most 
fascinating of the Canterbury pilgrims. At the same time 
she is one of those literary figures whose complex 
character constantly seems to elude the reader's judgement. 
Alisoun presents herself as a feminist advocating male 
subjection and female sovereignty in marriage, but her 
self-assertive behaviour cannot conceal an equally powerful 
longing for love and acceptance. Some critics therefore 
praise the psychological depth of the Wife's portrayal 
while others label her a stock character and join in the 
derisive laughter they believe her fellow pilgrims to 
bestow on her. 
This thesis explores how the Wife, oscillating among 
several roles, plays with and manipulates different images 
of women. and to what didactic and rhetorical purposes she 
does so. The first part of her Prologue is dominated by 
her defense against--or. rather. attack on--the 
antifeminist image of women. She convincingly demonstrates 
that the authority on which the clerks base their negative 
attitude towards the female sex is more than dubious and 
that it can easily be refuted in the light of experience. 
In her account of her five marriages she consequently turns 
the marital hierarchy upside down and advocates female 
supremacy. She herself has gained personal independence in 
her first three marriages by bartering sexuality for 
mat er i a l  gain, at the cost, however. of love and affection. 
It is in her fifth marriage with Jankyn the clerk that 
Alisoun tries to make up for what so far she has been 
missing, but only after a violent clash do both spouses 
find a viable mode of living a happy marriage. What leads 
the male protagonist to a new attitude towards women is 
o n l y  hinted at in the Prologue but amply elaborated in the 
e ns u i ng t a l e . 
The 'lusty bachelor' who meets a young maiden and 
r ap e s  her is the representative of an attitude that regards 
wome n as l ittle else than commodities and objects of sexual 
gratification. The ensuing quest, however, and the hag's 
p i l l ow lecture teach him that his attitude towards women is 
not based on personal experience but on a questionable 
tradition which ignores his actual partner. Moreover, he 
c ome s t o  realize that the way in which women p re s e nt 
thems e l ve s  t o him corresponds directly to the image he has 
of them. Only after he has discarded all these images is 
he ab l e  to see his wife as she really is and can she free 
herself of her ugly guise. What both the hag's marriage to 
the k n i ght and the Wife's fifth marriage point to is a 
marital state in which the notion of dominance has 
altogether been abandoned, giving room to mutual love and 
acceptance based on the self-realization of both partners. 
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The W i f e  o f  B at h  u ndoubt e d l y  has t o  be l i s t e d amo ng 
the mos t  f as c i n at i ng of the C ant e rbury pi l grims . and 
there f ore i t  does not c ome as a surp r i s e that her 
p e r f orma n c e  has provok e d  such a vas t host of c r i t i c a l  
re s p o ns e s . Aggre s s i ve. c r i t i c a l , h e re t i c a l . and r a t h e r  
out s p ok e n  i n  her remark s o n  s e xu a l mat t e r s . she t ur n s  t he 
n o t i on s  o f  ma l e  s u p e r i or i ty and fema l e  s ubje c t i on i n  
marr i age u p s i de down and advo c at e s  female s u p rema c y . But 
the W i f e's c h ara c t e r  is not w i thout co n t r ad i c t i ons . Wh i l e  
a c t i ng the rhe t or i c i an and f em i nis t . she a l s o  pr e s e nt s  
herse l f  as nos t a l g i c , vu l n e r ab l e , l o ng i ng f or l ove , and , 
u l t imat e l y , the mos t  am i ab l e  w i fe i n  the wor l d . That there 
are so many d i f fe r e nt as p e c t s  to the W i fe of B a th a c c ount s 
f or t he var i e t y  of c r i t i c a l judgme nt s of Chau c e r ' s  
c r e a t i on ,  o f  wh i ch two may s e rve as an i l l us t r a t i on . For 
Robe rt B .  Bur l i n ,  
the W i f e  o f  B a t h ' s  p e rforma n c e  . . c omp els our 
at t e nt i o n be c aus e i t s imag i n at i ve r e ach 
p e n e t r at e s  tho s e  d e p ths of the human p e r s o n a l i ty 
whe r e  c on t r ar i e t i e s c o e x i s t  i n  oxymoron i c  
t o l e r a n c e , defy i ng l o g i c a l  j udgeme n t  and e l ud i ng 
f ac i l e  mor a l a n a l ys i s . (223-24) 
Wh i l e  Bur l i n t hus s t r e s s e s  the p sy cho l og i c a l d ime ns i on of 
the W i f e  o f  B a t h's char act e r , Wayne Shumak e r. tak i ng the 
o p p o s i t e  s t an c e , d e nie s Ch au c e r ' s  cr e at i o n any 
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p s ycho l og i c a l  de p th : 
Nowhere i n  the Cant e rbury Ta l e s do e s  Ch au c e r  
s ubm i t  h i ms e l f  ut t e r l y  t o  a n  exp l orat i on o f  the 
imp l i c at i o n s  of p e r s o n a l i ty . . He shows an 
e x t raord i n ary and p re c i ous aware ne s s  of 
i d i osyncrat i c  ap p e ar a n c e s  a nd behav i our . But he 
d o e s  not , e xc e p t  by way of i nt rodu c t i on i n  the 
G e n e r a l Pro l o gue , k e e p  the f o c us very l ong upon 
mfill . About the i nt e l l e c t u a l and emot i ona l 
t e ns i o n s  t h a t  under l i e outward e c c e ntr i c i t y he 
k n ows ch i e f l y  wh at an i mp e rs o na l med i eva l  s c i e n c e  
and ph i l os o p hy have t aught h i m . . He has no 
re a l l y p r o f ound c ur i os i t y about the i nd i v i dual 
s ou l .  ( 7 1 )  
The s e  two e x t r eme p o s i t i o ns c l e ar l y  s how how d i f f i cu l t 
i t  i s  t o  re a c h  a s a t i s f a c t ory a p p re c i at i on o f  The W i f e  o f  
B a t h' s Pro l ogue and Ta l e  and i t s  narr a t o r . L ik e  a 
chame l e o n ,  the W i f e  s h i f t s gu i s e s  and p re s e nt s  herse l f  i n  
d i f f e r e n t  ro l e s , now s h o c k i ng her l i s t e n ers w i th her 
aggre s s i ve n e s s , now begg i ng the i r  symp athy . I n  th i s  thes i s  
I argue that t hroughout her Pro l ogue the W i f e  sk i l l f u l l y  
man i pu l at e s  d i f f e r e n t  i mage s o f  wome n f or d i da c t i c  and 
rhe t or i c a l p urp o s e s, wh i l e  at t he s ame t i me she i s  
thre a t e ned and r e s t r a i ned by the i mage s w i th wh i ch 
ant i f em i n i sm v i ews her and her s e x . 1  Her i ns i s t e n c e  o n  
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exp e r i e n c e  and d i vers i ty l eads her to a reje c t i o n o f  a l l 
pre c o nc e i ved i mage s ,  t hus s e t t i ng her up aga i ns t  the 
ant i f em i n i s t  c l e rk s  who s e ek t o  she l t e r  thems e l ve s  f rom the 
unpred i c t ab i l i ty of rea l l i f e  by imp o s i ng u p o n  rea l i ty an 
author i t at i ve f r amework of p r e f abr i cat ed not i ons and 
i mage s . Eve n t u a l l y, th i s  c onf l i c t  b e twe e n  e x p e r i e nc e  and 
author i ty c u l m i nat e s  i n  the s t rugg l e  f or mas t e ry i n  
marr i age. 
C l o s e  ana l y s i s  o f  the W i f e ' s  s eve ra l marr i age s shows 
the e f f e c t s  of c e r ta i n  ne gat i ve ma l e  a t t i t ude s t owards 
wome n on med i eva l w i ve s . The W i f e  u l t imat e l y  advo c at e s  and 
e s t ab l i sh e s  f ema l e  s overe i gnty i n  marr i age , but t h i s  ro l e­
revers a l  i s , as I sha l l s how , o n l y  a t rans i t i o n s t age i n  
the deve l o pme nt t owards a s t at e  o f  mut u a l ac c e p t an c e  i n  
marr i age i n  wh i ch i mage s be c ome a l t oge ther unne c e s s ary 
be c ause both s p ous e s  l e ave each other enough s p a c e  f or 
s e l f-r e a l i z at i o n .  I n  order t o  reach t h i s  i dea l l ove-
re l at i onsh i p  the hus b and has to g i ve up h i s  n e gat i ve 
att i tude t owards wome n and undergo a p ro c e s s  o f  mora l 
e n l i ght enme nt . I n  the l as t  part o f  my t h e s i s  I exp l ore how 
th i s  p ro c e s s , o n l y  h i nt e d at i n  the W i f e ' s  a c c ount of her 
f i f th marr i age , i s  e l aborat e l y  de l i ne at e d  i n  her a c c ount of 
the kn i ght ' s  que s t  f or a be t t e r understand i ng o f  wome n . 
Sovere i gnty i n  marr i age , a c e nt r a l c o nc e p t  i n  The Wif e of 
Bath ' s Pro l ogue and Ta l e , doe s not mean the s ubj e c t i o n o f  
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e i ther p art ner but the r i ght o f  p e r s o na l i nde p e nde n c e  and 
s e l f-re a l i zat i o n .  
" Exp er i e n c e , not author i ty "  bur s t s  out the W i fe o f  
B at h , and we e xp e c t  h e r  t o  e n t e r i n  me d i as re s and ob l i ge 
us w i t h  an i nt e re s t i ng e p i s ode f rom her l i f e . But t o  our 
s ur p r i s e , b e f ore ta l k i ng about her p e r s o n a l exp e r i e n c e  i n  
f i ve marr i age s , she f i rs t g o e s  i nt o  a r ather t h e o r e t i c a l  
d i s c us s i on o f  s e vera l i s s u e s  re l at e d  t o  marr i age . And 
a l t hough mak i ng "exp e r i e n c e " her mot t o , she s ays many 
t h i ngs that h ave be e n  s a i d  before by o t h e r  p e op l e . 
Throughout her Pro l o gue she draws heav i l y  o n  ant i f em i n i s t  
t r ad i t i on ,  re a c t i ng aga i ns t  i t  o n  the bas i s  o f  do c t r i ne as 
we l l  as exp e r i e nc e . 2  
The i s su e s  wh i ch the W i f e  r a i s e s  at the b e g i nn i ng of 
her d i s cu s s i o n--w i dowhood , v i rg i n i ty, and s exua l i ty i n  
marr i ag e -- are c e ntra l i n  the ant i f em i n i s t  t r ad i t i o n .  She 
tre a t s  these p o i nt s  i n  a very l og i ca l  f as h i on , f i rs t 
p re s e nt i ng the ant i f em i n i s t  argume nt and t h e n  t ry i ng t o  
refu t e  i t . Her ma i n  argume n t at i ve t e chn i que i s  n o t  t o  s t ay 
w i t h  the argume nt i tse l f ,  but t o  go back t o  t he p as s age i n  
the B i b l e  o n  wh i ch i t i s  b a s e d. Ta l k i ng ,  for i ns t an c e , 
about the number o f  t i me s a woman may remarry , she l ook s at 
the p as s ag e s  about the Wedd i ng at C an a  ( John 2 : 1 1 )  and the 
Woman of S amar i a  ( John 4 : 7-3 0 ) , wh i ch s e rved the 
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ant i f em i n i s t s  as s u p p ort f or the i r  be l i e f  that remarr i age 
was a s i n . She p o i nt s  out that there i s  mor e  t han one way 
t o  i nt e rpre t the s e  pas s ag e s  and shows that o ne c an ask 
q u e s t i o ns wh i ch the ant i f  emi n i s t s  are not ab l e  to answe r 
s at i s f a c t or i l y . What she q ue s t i ons i s  not the a c t u a l 
b i b l i c a l q uo t at i o n . but the way i n  wh i ch the c l e rks 
i nt er p r e t  i t  f or the i r  own p urp o s e s  by re ad i ng i nt o  the 
b i b l i c a l  t ext mean i ngs t hat ar e not rea l l y  there . 
The W i f e  ca l l s  th i s  ap p r o a c h  t o  a s a c red t ext 
" g l os s i ng "  and re p eat ed l y  c r i t i c i ze s  i t . Re f err i ng t o  the 
number o f  husbands a woman may h ave , f or e x amp l e , she s ays : 
Ye t herde I neve r e  t e l l e n  i n  myn age 
U p o n  t h i s  nombre d i f f  i n i c i oun. 
Me n may devyne and g l os e n  up and down , 
But we l I woo t , expre s , w i thout e l y e , 
God b ad us f or t o  wexe and mu l t i p l ye; 
But o f  no nombre me n c i oun made he . 
( WBP 24- 2 8;3 2 ) 
The W i f e  shows that the e n t i re ant i f em i n i s t t r ad i t i o n i s  
bas e d  o n  a n  a p p r oach t o  the B i b l e  that p i ck s  what ever i t  
c an f i nd t o  s u p p ort i t s argume n t s  and , i f  ne c e s s ary , 
d i s t or t s  t h i ngs t o  make t hem f i t .  Unwi l l i ng t o  ac c e p t  any 
author i ty unque s t i o n i ng l y ,  she rej e c t s  th i s  p ra c t i c e ,  f or 
she p r e f ers t o  t h i nk about cruc i a l i s su e s  h e r s e l f . 
C omp ar i ng do c t r i ne wi t h  wh at e x p e r i e n c e  has t aught her , the 
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W i fe i ns i s t s  o n  wh at Z i mb ardo c a l l s " a  v i ew bro ad e nough t o  
e n c omp ass both e x p e r i e n c e  and author i ty ,  both the phys i c a l  
and the me t aphys i c a l " ( 1 2 - 1 3 )  . 
I t  i s  t rue that the W i f e , f rom a dogmat i c  p o i nt o f  
v i ew. emerge s a s  a l i c e nt i ous h e r et i c who s e  " i nt e r e s t  i n  
the c ommand t o  i n c r e a s e  and mu l t i p l y e xte nds o n l y  t o  i t s 
a p p l i c at i on as an i nv i tat i on to i ndu l ge i n  s e x " ( Ke r n a n  
1 5 ) . A l i s oun . de s p i te her devot i o n t o  ' e nge ndrure. ' d o e s  
not me nt i on a n y  c h i l dre n she hers e l f  p rodu c e d  may i nd i c t 
her even mor e  c omp e l l i ng l y  ( Kernan 1 5 ; We i s smann 1 07 ) . But 
eve n i f  she i s  at odds w i t h  the ' au c t or i t e e ' of her age , 
s e e i ng her mer e l y , w i t h  D . W .  Rob erts o n  Jr . •  as a " ne o­
J ov i n i an here t i c , a s ymbo l i c f i gure p e rs o n i fy i ng c ar n a l i ty 
and c arna l know l edge , "  and c o n c l ud i ng t h at she would h ave 
be e n  reje c t e d by med i eva l re aders w i th de r i s i ve l augh t e r  
( D av i d  1 38-39 ) i s  to i mp o s e  t o o  n arrow a n d  o n e - s i de d  a 
fr amework o n  med i eva l mora l i t y  and t o  t ak e  a s t an c e  s im i l ar 
t o  that att acked by the W i fe . The f o l l ow i ng admo n i t i o n  by 
Johan Hu i z i ng a  shou l d  be k e p t  i n  m i nd as a c orre c t i ve f or 
j udg i ng the W i f e  o f  B ath ' s dev i at i o n f rom the mor a l c ode o f  
h e r  t i me: 
The s p e c i f i c  f orms o f  the thought o f  an e p o ch 
shou l d  not o n l y  be s t ud i ed as they reve a l 
thems e l v e s  i n  the o l o g i c a l  and p h i l os o p h i c a l 
s p e cu l at i o ns , or i n  the c o nc e p t i on of the c r e e d. 
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but a l s o  as they ap p e ar i n  p r a c t i c a l  w i sdom and 
everyday l i fe .  ( The Wan i ng of the M i dd l e  Age s , 
1 9 24 ,  AG ard e n  C i ty ,  NY: Anchor B o oks , 1 9 5 4U 2 25; 
q t d . i n  D av i d  1 39 ) . 
Emp l oy i ng her p r a c t i c a l  w i s dom , the W i fe ve nture s a 
gue s s  at the mo t i ve s beh i nd the c l e r i c a l  p rejud i c e ag a i ns t  
wome n, the "s e x-obs e s s e d and gu i l t -r i dd e n  a t t i t ude s o f  
med i eva l Chr i s t i an i ty" ( Wh i t t o ck 1 2 1 ) :  
The c l e rk , whan he i s  oo l d  and may n o ght do 
Of Ve nus werk e s  worth h i s  o l de sho, 
Thanne s i t  he doun and wr i t  i n  h i s  dot age 
Tha t  womme n kan n at k e p e  h i r  mar i age . ( 70 7- 1 0 )  
A l ong w i th her emphas i s  o n  p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e  i ns t e ad 
of a b l i nd be l i ef i n  aut hor i ty ,  the W i f e  va l ue s  d ivers i ty 
as offe r i ng the s e c ond p r i nc i p l e  o n  wh i ch she b as e s  h e r  
argume nt. S h e  reje ct s an a t t i t ude wh i c h i gnor e s  l i fe ' s  
mu l t i f ar i ous ne s s  and s e e s  i t  o n l y  from one n arrow-m i nded 
p e rs p e c t i ve . D i s cus s i ng v i rg i n i ty ,  f or e x amp l e , the W i f e  
q u e s t i o ns the g e n e r a l o p i n i on that eve rybody shou l d  l i ve as 
a v i rg i n . A l t hough she grant s that v i rg i n i ty i s  s u p e r i or 
t o  the marr i ed s t at e , she emphas i ze s  that n o t  a l l p e o p l e  
are e q u a l and that n o t  everybody choo s e s  t o  l i ve a chas t e  
l i fe .  She ack now l e dge s, Ros e  A .  Z i mb ardo argue s, "the 
s u p e r i or i ty of t he me t aphys i c a l  i de a l but i ns i s t s  upon the 
i ne x t r i c ab l e  un i on of the i de a l and the re a l "  ( 1 2 ) . 
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D i ffer e n t  p e o p l e. s o  the W i fe c l a i ms. want t o  l i ve i n  
d i ffer e n t  ways , and there i s  more than o ne way t o  s e rve the 
Lord : " God c l e p e th fo l k  t o  hym i n  s o ndry wys e . I And 
ever i ch hath of God a propre y i f t e .  / S om t h i s. s om that . 
as hym l ik e t h  sh i ft e " ( 1 0 2 - 0 4 ) . 
B e c aus e she k nows t hat l i fe i s  c omp l ex .  the W i fe 
at t acks and o p p o s e s  the ant i femi n i s t v i ew wh i ch d i v i de s  the 
wor l d  i nt o  good and b ad . r i ght and wrong . She s ums th i s  up 
whe n  she s ays : 
Diver s e  s c o l e s  mak e n  p arfyt c l e rk e s, 
And d i ve r s e  p r a c tyk i n  many s o ndry werk e s  
Make th t h e  werkman p arf i t  s ek i r l y; 
Of fyve husbonde s s c o l ey i ng am I .  ( 44 c-e ) 
Any s cho l ar who as p i r e s  t o  p e rfe c t i o n i n  l e arn i ng has t o  
t ak e  i nt o  a c c ount the d i vers i ty o f  o p i n i ons and at t i t ude s 
found i n  re a l  l i fe .  S im i l ar l y ,  the c r aft sman who want s t o  
ach i eve p e rfe c t i o n i n  h i s  sk i l l s has t o  u s e  var i ous 
t e chn i q u e s  and fo l l ow d i ffer e nt p r a c t i c e s . The W i fe . l ike 
the i de a l s cho l ar ,  i s  aware of the d i vers i ty of a t t i tude s 
t owards women and marr i age , and l i ke the i de a l c r aft sman 
she has r e p e a t e d l y  t e s t e d  the va l i d i ty of the s e  a t t i tude s 
i n  the p r a c t i c e of her own f i ve marr i ag e s . Just as the 
c l e rks c o ndemn wome n from a one-s i de d  p o i nt of v i ew t h at 
c o n c e ntr at e s  o n l y  o n  the i r  n e g at i ve fe a t ures. s o  m i ght 
wome n . the W i fe argue s , p o i nt out and ove r-emphas i ze me n ' s 
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negat i ve as p e c t s  i f  i t  were p o s s i b l e  for them t o  expre s s  
and prop ag at e  the i r  f ema l e  p o i nt o f  v i ew : . 
By G od , i f  womrnen h adde wr i t e n  s t or i e s , 
As c l e rkes han w i th i nne h i re orat or i e s , 
They wo l de han wr i t e n  o f  me n more w i kk e dne s s e , 
Than a l  the mark o f  Adam may r e dre s s e . ( 6 9 3- 9 6 )  
At the be g i nn i ng o f  her Pro l ogue the W i f e  p o i nt s  out 
the ins i ncer i ty and narrow-m i ndedne s s  o f  a b l i nd be l i e f  i n  
author i ty by lay i ng o pen the man i pu l at i ons i t  u s e s  and by 
' 
c o n t r as t i ng i t  w i th e x p e r i e n c e  and a d i vers i ty o f  
p e rs p e c t i ve s . Jus t be f ore the P ardo n e r  i nt e rrup t s  her , 
howeve r , her a p p r o a c h  t owards the prob l em change s . S o  f ar 
she has t r i ed t o  que s t i on t r ad i t i o n a l o p i n i ons i n  the l i ght 
of r e a l i ty and exp e r i en c e , and to show how t he s e  op i n i ons 
r e s u l t  f rom a d i s t ort i on o f  the B i b l e . But a l l o f  a s udde n 
we d i s c over that she hers e l f  does not shr i nk f rom 
d i s t ort i ng the B i b l e .  Re f e rr i ng t o  S t . P au l , she s ays ·that 
the woman has the rul e over the man's body , but he does not 
over hers. The a c t u a l P au l i ne text , however ,  re ads : " The 
wif e hath not p ower of her own body , but the husband : and 
l ikew i s e  a l s o  t he husband hath not p owe r o f  h i s  own body , 
but h i s  w i f e "  ( 1  Cor i nth i ans 7 : 4 ) . Has she herse l f  
unc ons c i ous l y  bec ome a v i c t i m  o f  g l o s s i ng ,  or d o e s  she do 
it on purp o s e ? 
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The P ardoner , at l e as t , s e ems t o  t h i nk t h at the W i f e  
de l iberat e l y  d i s t or t s  t h i s  b i b l i c a l  p as s age--and s ever a l 
others , t o o-- and he i nterrup t s  her t o  c omme nt o n  her 
ski l f u l ne s s: " Now , d ame , "  quod he , " by God and by S e i nt 
J ohn , I Ye be e n  a nob l e  p r e chour i n  t h i s  c as e " ( 1 6 4-6 5 ) . 
That he shou l d  do t h i s  i s  a p p r o p r i at e  s i n c e  he i s  we l l  
a c q u a i n t e d  w i th th i s  t e chn i que : l i k e  the W i f e . he doe s 
hims e l f  what he c r i t i c i z e s  i n  others , and he t here f ore s e e s  
h e r  a s  c onge n i a l . 3  But w e  ne e d  n o t  re l y  s o l e l y  o n  the 
P ardoner; the W i f e  h e rs e l f  mak e s  a f a i r l y  e xp l i cit 
s t at ement about her i nt e nt i ons: "For myn e n t e nte nys but 
f or t o  p l eye" ( 1 9 2 ) . I nde e d , she has be e n  p l ay i ng w i t h  
dif f er e n t  i de as a n d  att i t ude s t owards c e rt a i n  prob l ems f or 
the l as t  two hundre d  odd l i n e s , ma i n l y by ask i ng new 
que s t i ons inste ad of a c c e p t i ng o l d answers and by 
c o nt r ast i ng f am i l i ar o p i n i o ns w i th re a l i ty .  He r a im h a s  
be e n , a n d  w i l l  b e  f or the r e s t  of her ' p e r f ormanc e , '  t h e  
c r i t i que o f  an at t i t ude t owards wome n t h a t  s e e s  them o n l y  
f rom a po i nt o f  v i ew p re s c r i be d  by aut hor i t y . It i s  the 
f orm of her p l ay that now t ak e s  a new turn . 
Despit e her p r om i s e  t o  t e l l  her t a l e, she s t ar t s  t o  
t a l k about h e r  s eve r a l husbands . A t  the c o re o f  her 
a c c ount o f  her e x p e r i e n c e  wit h  d i f f e r e nt husbands is the 
que s tion o f  who shou l d  h ave mas t e ry i n  marr i age. For t he 
antif eminis t s  the answer s e ems obv i ous : s i nc e  man 
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r e p re s e n t s  Re a s o n  as the h i ghe s t  i nt e l le c tu a l f ac u lty and 
woman r e p r e s e n t s  D e s i re as the l owe s t  i ns t i nc t , man , as t he 
s u p e r i or o f  the human p a i r , mus t  ru le i n  marr i age . What 
hap p e ns whe n  the ma l e  abandons h i s  re s p o ns i b i l i ty ,  
n e g l e c t i ng h i s  sup e r i or p o s i t i on and y i e l d i ng t o  woman ' s  
t emp t at i ons by a l l ow i ng her t o  mak e  de c i s i ons , i s  
i l l us t r at e d  by Ad am and Eve and the f at a l  c ons e q ue n c e s  o f  
t h e  Fa l l  f or a l l  mank i nd .  I n  a h i erarch i c a l un i ve r s e , i n  
wh i ch " the husband ' s  ' ma i s t r i e '  ove r h i s  w i f e  i s  ana l ogous 
to G od ' s ove r man, the re l i g i ous or l ay ru l e r ' s ove r h i s  
subj e c t , and man ' s ove r an ima l s , " any bre ach i s  unnatur a l 
and wrong ( E lbow 1 2 2 ) . 
The W i f e  o p pos e s  t h i s  a t t i t ude . Re a l i z i ng that her 
argume n t at i ve ap p r o a c h  does not suc c e e d  in c o nv i nc i ng her 
l is t e ne r s , she de c i d e s  to make hers e lf the p er s o n i f i c at i o n 
o f  a l l ant i f em i n i s t  a c c us at i ons and t o  p l ay the dev i l ' s  
advo c at e . Addre s s i ng her f i r s t  thr e e  husbands , she i mp ut e s  
t o  them t h e  c ommo n s t ore o f  ant i f  emi n i s t a c cus at i ons 
agains t wome n . But i ns t e ad o f  t ry i ng t o  re f ut e  those 
a c cus at i ons , she t e l l s her husbands that they are p e rf e c t ly 
right and pre s e n t s  hers e l f  and a l l wome n as s c o l d i ng ,  
s c ornf u l ,  proud , unf a i thf u l , and de c e i t f u l . I n  the l i gh t  
of the w i de s pre ad n e g at i ve at t i t ude t owards wome n preva l e nt 
i n  her time , her at t ack o n  her husbands be c ome s her 
def e ns e . As P au l G .  Rugg i e rs remarks: " Forewarned i s  
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f ore armed , a c c ord i ng t o  the W i f e . Ac c ord i ng ly ,  she l i s t s  
the charge s je a l ous hus bands are a p t  t o  br i ng aga i ns t  the i r  
w i ve s , s o  that thus f ore armed the h i t h e r t o  untut ored w i f e  
may wit h  w i t , a nagg i ng t o ngue , or her s e xu a l a l lure at t ack 
be f ore she i s  hers e lf c h arged by her husband " ( 2 0 1 ) . 
Above a l l ,  the W i f e  p r e s e n t s  hers e lf and her e nt i re 
s e x  as obs e s s ed w i t h  the i de a  o f  ge t t i ng the u p p e r  hand i n  
marriage , and she o f f er s  adv i c e  o n  how t o  ach i eve f ema le 
dominan c e . B e c au s e  her f i r s t  thre e husbands are o l d ,  the i r  
s exua l p erf ormanc e  i s  n o  longer s at i s f a c t ory . C o ns e q ue nt ly, 
she c an b l a ckma i l t hem by de pr i v i ng them of s e xua l 
int e r cours e and t hus ru le t hem . The q ue s t i on o f  mas t ery i n  
marr i age more s p e c i f i c a l ly be c ome s a q ue s t i on o f  s exua l 
mas t e ry . Th i s , by the way , exp l a i ns t h e  ant i f em i n i s t  f e ar 
o f  adu l t erous wome n . Wome n , by be i ng unf a i thf u l ,  f le e  f rom 
their husbands ' s e xu a l mas t ery; th i s  danger i s  p art i c u lar ly 
gre at i f  a woman i s  g ood- look i ng .  By g a i n i ng s exua l 
mas t e ry , A l i s oun g a i ns g e n e r a l mas t e ry over her husbands . 
Th at the W i f e ' s  marr i age w i t h  her f ourth hus band i s  
unhappy the r e f ore ne eds l i tt le exp lanat i o n . B e c aus e her 
f i r s t  thr e e  husbands are s e xu a l ly de p e nd e n t  on her , she has 
p ower over t hem . Her f ourth husband , o n  the o t he r  hand , 
betr ays her w i th other wome n , s o  that she i s  no longer ab l e  
to upho l d  h e r  ru le bas e d  o n  s e xu a l mas t e ry . 
By this t ime , many a re ader w i l l  undoubt ed l y  have 
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be gun t o  f e e l  a c e rt a i n  une as i ne s s  about the W i f e ' s  
p r o c e dure . More and more we g e t  the imp r e s s i o n  that her 
i ns i s t e n c e  o n  f ema l e  mas t e ry and her o s t e ns i b l y  p l ayf u l  
t urning u p s ide-down o f  the t r ad i t i ona l mar i t a l h i er ar chy i s  
not me re l y  a rhe t or i c a l  dev i c e  but a l s o  a s e l f -reve l at i o n . 
Maybe , we f e e l t emp t ed t o  ask , she i s  re a l l y ,  at l e as t  
i n  p art , the dev i l the ant i f em i n i s t s  wou l d  s e e  i n  h e r? 
That the W i f e i s  obs e s s e d  w i th p e r s o n a l inde p e nde n c e  
i s  obv i ous and h a s  be e n  n o t e d  by many c r i t i c s . Bur l in 
int erpre t s  everyth i ng the W i f ·e doe s  an " as at t emp t t o  
a s s e r t  h e r  i nde p e nd e n t  re a l i ty i n  a wor l d  where mas c u l ine 
dominanc e c l a imed aut hor i ty over her m i nd ,  body and 
s p i r i t , "  a wor l d  "that s e emed p e r p e t u a l l y to thre at e n  her 
ide nt i ty "  ( 2 1 8- 1 9 , 2 2 3) .  S im i l ar ly ,  Robe rt M .  Jordan s e e s  
h e r  as de f e nd i ng h e r s e l f  " aga i ns t  the a c c umu l at i ve p ower o f  
an as c e t i c , ma l e-or i e nt e d  e x e g e t i c a l  t r ad i t i o n "  ( 2 1 6 ) . F o r  
Wh i t t o ck she embod i e s " the e t erna l f ema l e  i n  revo l t  aga i ns t  
a ma l e-orde r e d  and ma l e - c e nt r e d  c i v i l i s at i on "  ( 1 1 9 )  .4 
But the a p p r o a c h  she t ak e s  t o  as s e rt hers e l f  i s  not s o  
f avour ab l y  a c c e p t e d by a l l c r i t i c s . Hop e  Phy l l i s 
We i s smann, wh i l e c o n s i de r i ng the W i f e  o f  B ath " mo s t  tru l y  
the f em i n i s t  i n  her e f f ort t o  d i s p e ns e  w i t h  i mage s o f  wome n 
a l t oge ther , "  at the s ame t ime c l a ims that " the W i f e  o f  B ath 
is a l so i mp r i s oned by the ant i f emin i sm of her c u l t ure" 
( 1 05 ) . A l f red D av i d  c o n c l ud e s  that " he r  own i de as about 
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marr i age are der i ved f rom the ant i f em i n i s t t r ad i t i on ,  on l y  
the Wif e i s  de t e rm i n e d  t o  us e them t o  her own advant age " 
( 1 45 ) . A c l os e r  e x am i nat i on o f  the W i f e's e xp e r i e n c e  i n  
her f i r s t  thr e e  marr i age s w i l l  he l p  t o  dec i de t o  what 
e xte nt the s e  obs ervat i ons are jus t i f i e d .  
A l i soun t e l l s us that she was twe l ve ye ars o l d whe n  
she f i r s t  marr i ed ,  and we c an a s s ume that she h ad n o  s ay i n  
choos i ng her husband . Due to the i r  o l d age , the Wi f e ' s  
f i r s t  thr e e  husbands are s exua l l y i nade q u a t e--
Unne the myght e  t hey the s t atut ho l de 
I n  wh i ch that they we re bounde n unt o me . 
Ye woo t  we l wh at I me ene o f  t h i s , p arde e . 
( 1 9 8-2 0 0 ) -­
but A l i s oun s o o n  f i nds out that , i f  marr i age i s  t o  be 
noth i ng but a bus i ne s s  de a l , she c an at leas t p u t  her 
s exua l i ty to i t s  mos t p r o f i t ab l e  use , mak i ng mo ney and 
g a i n i ng r e l at i ve i nde p e nde n c e3 : 
How p i t ous l y  a-nyght I made hem SwYnke! 
And, by my f ey ,  I t o l de o f  i t  no s t oor; 
They had me yeve n h i r  l ond and h i r  t r e s or . 
( 2 0 2-04 ) 
To wha t  ext e n t  the W i f e  c o ns i de r s  s e xu a l re l at i ons as 
c ommer c i a l  t r ans a c t i o n s  ( Row l and 3 8 8 ) be c ome s re p e at e d l y  
appare nt i n  s t at eme n t s  s u c h  a s  " Whos o  c omth f i r s t  t o  m i l l e , 
f irst grynt " ( 38 9 ) and " Wynne who s o  may , f or a l  i s  f or t o  
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s e l l e "  ( 4 1 4 ) . B u t  her me r c ant i le s pir i t  may b e  s e e n  le s s  
a s  a n  e xpres s i o n o f  p e r s o na l  re ck le s s n e s s  t h a n  a s  a 
re a ct i o n  to med i eva l marr i age ph i lo s ophy wh i ch t r e a t e d  a 
woman as l i t t le more than a c ommod i ty : 
Thou s e i s t that o x e n , as s e s , hors , and hounde s , 
They be e n  as s ayed at d i ve r s e  s t ounde s; 
B acyns , l avours . e r  that me n hem bye , 
Spo o n e s  and s t o o le s , and a l  sw i ch housboundrye , 
And s o  be e n  p o t t e s , c lo the s , and array; 
But f o lk of wYVe s mak e n  no as s ay ,  
T i l they be wedded-- ( 2 85-9 1 )  
How thre ate n e d  the W i f e  f e e ls by th i s  a t t i t ud e  be c ome s 
ev i de nt i n  her c laus t r o phob i c out c ry : " I  trowe thou wo lde s t  
l oke me i n  thy ch i s t e " ( 3 1 7) . 
Wh i le the W i f e  g a i ns re lat i ve i nde p e nd e n c e  i n  her 
f i r s t  t hr e e  marr i ag e s  by t ak i ng advant age of her s e xua l 
s uper i or i ty ,  there i s  one th i ng wh i ch she i s  not ab le t o  
s e c ure f or hers e lf -- love . Wh a t  s h e  p r a c t i ses i ns i de 
marr i age , B r i tton J. Howard jus t ly p o i nt s  out , i s  a k i nd of 
prostitution , wh i le any e x t r amar i t a l love -exp e r i e n c e  is 
c o ndemned as adu lt ery ( 2 6 4-6 5 ) . The W i f e ' s  re a l i z at i on o f  
th i s  d i l emma may not be the le ast r e a s o n  f or h e r  s e lf ­
reve a l i ng out c ry "A l las , a l l as ,  that evere love was synne " 
(614), and the " wo that i s  i n  marr i age"--wh i ch Lumiansky 
be l i eves to re f er to the s uf f e r i ngs of the W i f e ' s  thre e  
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husbands ( 1 2 1 ) --may a s  we l l  d e s r i be the W i f e ' s  own mar i t a l 
e xper i e n c e . A l i s oun wan t s  two t h i ngs that s e em t o  be 
mut u a l l y e x c l us i ve i n  med i eva l marr i age-- i nde p e nde n c e  and 
l ove . " He r  hunger f or p owe r in a l l o f  her re l at i onsh i p s 
w i t h  me n i s  an i nvers i on o f  her c r av i ng f or l ove and 
s e c urity , which the med i eva l ins t i t ut i o n of marr i age de n i e s 
t o  her " ( D av i d  1 4 3-44 , 1 46 ) . 
An answer t o  the que s t i o n o f  whe ther the W i f e  o n l y  
a c t s  the ant i f em i n i s t  dev i l f or rhe t or i c a l p urpo s e s  or 
whe ther she g e nu i ne l y  i s  the embod i me n t  of a l l ant i f em i n i s t  
prej udic e i s  t hu s  a s  c omp l ex a s  the Wif e ' s  p ersona l ity . 
Whi l e  i t  s e ems impos s i b l e  that the c on s t ant antif emi n i s t 
a l l eg a t i o n s  shou l d  not h ave l e f t  the i r  mark o n  her 
c h ar ac t e r , she a l s o  knows how to u s e  the p l e thora of ma l e  
a c c us ations ve ry sk i l l f u l l y  t o  her own advant age . 0  
J ankyn , the W i f e ' s  f i f th husband , be l o ngs t o  the group 
of hus bands that , at the beg i nn i ng o f  her Pro l o gue , she 
c a l l s  " badde" ( 1 9 6 ) , but i n  q u i t e a d i f f e r e nt mood she now 
c annot h e l p  b l e s s i ng h im: " God l e t h i s  s o u l e  nevere c ome i n  
he l l e . . .  My f i f th hous bonde--God h i s  s ou l e  b l e s s e " 
( 5 0 5 ;5 25 ) . Quarre l s ome and vio l e nt but s e xu a l l y 
s t i mu l at i ng , he i s  e x ac t l y  the o p p o s i t e o f  her f ormer 
husb ands: " And y e t  was he t o  me t he moo s t e  s hr ewe; I But i n  
oure bed he was s o  f re s she and g ay " ( 505 , 5 0 8 ) . The W i f e  
c ourt s him wh i l e  her f ourth husband i s  s t i l l  a l i ve , f or h e r  
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mercanti l e  s p i r i t  make s her s e ek " where my gra c e  I Was 
shape n f or t o  be , or i n  what p l ac e " ( 5 5 3-5 4 ) . But 
eventua l l y she tak e s  h i m  be caus e she l oves h i m ,  not be caus e 
he is wea l thy: "Wh i ch that I t o ok f or l ove and no r i che s s e  
I That a l  myn hert e I yaf unt o h i s  hoo l d" ( 5 26 , 5 29 ) . I n  
add i t i o n  t o  her af f e c t i o n ,  she b e s t ows u p o n  Jankyn a l l her 
property-- " And to hym yaf I a l  the l ond and f e e I That 
evere was my yeve n therb i f oore " ( 6 3 0-3 1 ) --and thus g ive s up 
the f i nanc i a l  i nde p e nd e n c e  wh i ch it has t ake n  her de c ades 
to secur e . Why does she do that , we h ave to ask . I s  it 
j ust becaus e Jankyn has the ' l i k e rous tay l ' t o  match her 
' l ikerous mouth' ( 46 6 ) ?  
That the W i f e ' s  f i f th marr i age i s  a reversa l of her 
f ormer mar i ta l  s i tuat i on has be e n  p o i nt e d  out and c ommented 
on by s evera l c r i t i c s ( c f . Dav i d  1 5 1 -52 , Owe n  85, Huppe 
1 24 ) . Robert Lum i ansky eve n go e s  s o  f ar as t o  argue that 
AaUs she i s  we l l  aware ( I I I , 46 9 -8 0 ) , she i s  now 
o l d ,  wh i l e J e nk i n  i s  a h ands ome youth; and she , 
capt i vat e d  by h i s  phys i c a l  charms and s e xua l 
pote ncy , s i gns over her p o s s e s s i ons t o  him . 
A l though she f i na l l y manage s t o  ga i n  mast ery over 
J e nk i n , doubt l e s s  by unc eas i ng nagg i ng, we 
s uspe c t  at l eas t that i n  the event o f  Jenk i n ' s  
death she w i l l  f a l l e asy prey t o  the f irst 
i mpove r i shed but at t rac t i ve young man whos e  eye 
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f or her money l e ads h im i nt o  woo i ng her . 
For Lumi ansky , th i s  reversa l i s  u l t i mat e l y  on l y  an 
add i t i ona l dev i c e  on Chau c e r ' s  p art t o  " revea l the W i f e  i n  
a l ess f avorab l e  l i ght than she i nt e nds" ( 1 27 ) . 
About Jankyn ' s  mot i v e s  i n  marry i ng the W i f e  we l earn 
next to not h i ng ,  on ly that h i s  new l y-ga i ne d  e c onom i c 
s e c ur i ty e nab l e s  h i m t o  i ndu l ge i n  ant i f em i n i st s tud i es 
" Whan that he hadde l ey s e r  and vac ac i oun I From oother 
wor l d l y  o c cup a c i oun " ( 6 8 3-84 ) . We g e t , however, an 
i ns i ght i nt o  the W i f e ' s  mot i vat i on ,  f or she te l l s us that 
" I  trowe I loved hym best f or that he I Was o f  h i s  l ove 
dangerous t o  me ' ( 5 1 3- 1 4 ) . I n  her f i r s t  thr e e  marr i ag e s  
t h e  W i f e  mak e s  her husb ands p ay f or her f e i gned af f e c tion 
and sexua l ava i l ab i l i ty . Ye t , wh i l e the s e  marr i ag e s  
p rov i de her w i th re l at i ve e c o nom i c ,  and thus persona l ,  
i nde p e ndenc e ,  the W i f e  suf f ers under the l ack of l ove and 
s exua l f u l f i l me n t . I t  i s  there f ore no s urpr i s e  that she 
shou l d  s e ek t he s e  va l ue s  i n  her marr i age wit h  J ankyn, and 
i n  order to gain them she i s  eve n w i l l i ng to re l i nq u i sh her 
independ e n c e, at l e as t  t empor ar i l y .  As Anne Kernan p ut s  
i t: " Wh at A l i s oun want s more than anyth i ng e l s e  i s  
pre c i s e l y  wha t  she has never b e e n  ab l e  t o  at ta i n, e xc e p t  
perhaps br i e f l y  w i th her f i f th husband : a happy sexua l 
re l ations h i p  bas e d  on mut ua l l ove and resp e c t " ( 8 ) . That 
Jankyn turns out t o  be " o f h i s  l ove dangerous, " that he 
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does not unhe sit at i ng l y  y i e l d  what s ome s ay the W i f e  has 
bought h im f or ,  make s  th i s  re l at i o nsh i p  a l l the more 
des i rab l e  f or the W i f e , f or it p�eve n t s  i t  f rom be c omi ng a 
mere busine s s  t r ans a c t i o n . 
But there i s , the W i f e  t e l l s us, another , mor e  c omp l ex 
exp l anation : 
We womme n han , i f  t h at I sha l nat l y e , 
I n  th i s  mat ere a queynte f ant asye: 
Way t e  what thyng we may n a t  l i ght l y  have , 
Theraf t e r  wo l we c r i e  a l  day and c rave . 
Forbede us thyng , and that de s i r e n  we; 
Pre s s e  on us f as t e , and thanne wo l we f l e . 
( 5 15 -2 0 )  
Wome n , she s ays , want t o  h ave what they k n ow they 
cannot eas i l y get; and , as we sha l l s e e  very s oo n , o n c e  
they h ave got i t , they no l onger want i t . Th e s e  c o nt e nd i ng 
de sir e s  dom i nat e the Wif e ' s  f i f th marr i age . A l i s oun g i ve s  
up h e r  f i nancia l i ndepe nde n c e  i n  order t o  marry J ankyn , and 
she submit s her p ower to h i m . Hav i ng married h i m ,  howeve r ,  
she dis c overs what i n  her f i r s t  i nf atuat i on f or " h e nde 
Jankyn" she f a i l ed to r e a l i z e , name l y  that the c l erk 
J ankyn , shar i ng the ant i f emin i s t  view of women , tr i e s  t o  
c urtai l her per s o n a l f re e dom a nd c onf i ne h e r  t o  h i s  
s upervision : "And wa l k e  I wo l de , as I had doon b i f o rn, I 
From hous to hous , a l though he had i t  sworn " ( 63 9 -4 0 ) . 
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Cons e quent l y. the W i f e  re gre t s  her de c i s i on to g i ve up a l l 
her prop e rty t o  h i m  (6 32 ) and suf f e rs under her new 
" tr i bu l ac i oun i n  marr i age": "Who wo l de l e eve o r  who wo l de 
s uppos e  /The wo that i n  myn hert e was. and pyne " ( 78 6 - 87 ) ? 
What vexes her mos t  i s  J ankyn's c ons t ant c i t i ng o f  e x amp l e s 
f rom h i s  " bo ok of w ikke d  wyve s " ( 6 85 ) . f or who . the W i f e  
asks . wants t o  be t o l d  o n l y  negat i ve th i ngs by o ne ' s  
partner . e spe c i a l l y  i f  they are not eve n grounded i n  
p e rs ona l e x p e r i e n c e  but ut t e red i n  b l i nd re l i an c e  on 
author i t y : " Ne I wo l de nat o f  hym c orre c t ed be . I I hat e 
hym that my v i c e s  t e l l e th me . I And s o  doon mo . G od woo t . 
o f  us than I "  ( 6 6 2-6 4 ) . S o  the W i f e  f i n a l l y  de c i de s  t o  
r e ga i n  the p owe r she vo l unt ar i l y  g ave up . 
When o n e  n i ght she c an no l onger s t and J ankyn ' s  
preach i ng .  she t e ar s  thre e p age s out o f  h i s  book and beat s 
h i m . He . i n  r e t urn . knocks her down . a nd she p re t e nds t o  
be dead . The W i f e ' s  c o nf ront at i o n w i th ant i f em i n i sm has 
reached i t s  c l imax . and i t  c au s e s  a p r o f ound c hange i n  
Jankyn who. as a re s u l t  o f  th i s  i nc i de n t . g i ve s  u p  h i s  
mas t ery. s o  that the W i f e  g a i ns " the gove r n a n c e  o f  hous 
and l ond. I And of h i s  t o nge . and of h i s  hond a l s o" ( 8 1 4-
1 6 5 ) . " To rede em h im f rom h i s  o ne -s i de d  v i s i o n and 
c on s e quent s p i r i t ua l anemi a . "  Z imb ardo obs e rve s . "the W i f e  
appea l s  t o  h i s  p as s i onat e s e l f . F i rs t  she f or c e s  h i m  t o  
des c e nd f rom the re a l m o f  orde red i nt e l l e c t  t o  the rea l m  o f  
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d i s orde r l y  ac t i o n: they c ome to b l ows . And the n she g i ve s  
h im a new , w i de r  unde r s t and i ng o f  l ove and o f  human nature 
by y i e l d i ng l ove i n  r e p ayme nt f or what he th i nk s  i s  h i s  
murde r  o f  her" ( 16 ) . 
I t  c ome s as q u i t e  a s urp r i s e that the W i f e  i s  
trans f ormed i nt o  a p e r s o n " . . .  a s  kynde I As any wYf f rom 
D e nmark unt o Ynde I And a l s o  t rewe . . .  " ( 8 2 4- 26 ) . A l l the 
t i me she hs de sired s overe i gnty , but hav i ng ga i ned i t  she 
no l onger wan t s  i t  and g i ve s  it back to her husband . What 
she k e e p s , howeve r ,  i s  her e c o nom i c aut onomy . Jankyn , on 
the other hand , y i e l ds t o  her on l y  under the c o nd i t i on that 
she k e e p  her honour-- i n  other words , t hat she not abuse her 
f re e dom and thus debas e h e r s e l f  and her husb and--and that 
she re s p e c t  h i s  mas c u l i ne " e s t a at" ( 8 2 1 ) . The "bo ok of 
w i kked wYVe s , "-- i n  Dav i d ' s  v i ew a symbo l of Jankyn ' s  
manhood and s e l f -e s t e em ( 1 5 2 ) --is burnt . f or the c l e rk no 
l onger needs i t . H i s  male i de nt i ty no l o nger de p e nds on 
the p ro t e c t i on of ant i f em i n i s t  p r o p ag and a; as l ong as he 
re spe c t s  h i s  w i f e' s p e rs o na l i nt e gr i ty ,  h i s  own i s  a l s o  
s e c ure . 
Both p ar t n e r s . i t  s e ems , want t o  ru l e  and t o  be ru l e d 
at the s ame t ime , s o  that the W i f e ' s  s tat ement about 
woman ' s  c o nte nd i ng de s i re s  s e e ms a p p l i cab l e  to mank i nd i n  
genera l . As D o na l d  R .  Howard expre s s e s  i t : 
What the W i f e  rea l l y  want s , and what she 
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unwit t i ng ly s ugge s t s  wome n want , i s  a t oken 
s ubm i s s i on o n  the p art of the hus band--they want 
the " mais try " i n  marr i age , but whe n  they have i t  
they do not want t o  e x e r c i s e  i t . I t  i s  an 
amb i va l e nt w i sh typ i c a l  of  human nature , and as 
t rue o f  men as o f  wome n . We want to be de p e ndent 
and inde p endent both , and mu ch of the t i me we do 
not know what we want . Probab l y  h ap p i ne s s  i n  
marr i age , or i n  any i nt e r p e r s o n a l re l at i ons, 
depends on the s o r t i ng out of the s e  c onf l i c t i ng 
de s i re s; i f  there i s  such a th i ng as mut u a l ity in 
human re l at i onsh i p s it mus t  be b a s e d  on an 
' ent e n t e  c ord i a l ' be twe e n  the de sire f or 
omn i p o t e n c e  and the de s i r e  f or l ove. ( 25 4-5 5 ) 
The Wif e o f  B ath i n i t i a l l y  c l a i ms the ro le of ru l er 
f or herse lf and l e aves the p ar t  o f  s ubj e c t  f or her 
hus b ands . But u l t i ma t e l y  she g o e s  f urther than me re l y  
c l a i m i ng a ro l e-revers a l  i n  marr i age , f or t h a t  wou l d  a l s o  
me an ignoring human re a l i ty . Her Pro l ogue ends w i th a 
marit a l  situat i o n i n  wh i ch both p ar t ners have p ower ove r 
e ach other , g i v i ng them the o p p ortun i ty t o  i nt e gr a t e  their 
cont ending de s i r e s  i nt o  t he re l at i o nsh i p . We i s smann , wh i l e  
granting that the W i f e  i n  her r e c onc i l i at i on with 
antif e m i n i sm has mas t ered " not on ly body and prop erty but 
s ome t hing f ar more i mp ort ant . the c ontro l o f  her 
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i dent i ty "  ( 1 0 8 ) , c r i t i c i ze s  that the W i f e , " By p e r p e tuat i ng 
the vo c abu l ary of mas t e ry i n  marr i age . . . has f a i l ed t o  
art i cu l at e  the dynam i c s  wh i ch move the c l e rk f rom c omp l e t e  
s urrender t o  the f ema l e  i nt o  a s t at e  of mut ua l i ty "  ( 10 8 -
09 ) . But t h e  W i f e  doe s  not i nadvert e nt l y  omi t  t h e  c ruc i a l  
po i nt o f  her mono l ogue . A c l o s e r  l ook at her Ta l e  w i l l  
show that there she p ays amp l e  a t t ent i on t o  the dynam i c s  
that l ead the ma l e  p r o t agon i s t  t o  a new at t i t ude t owards 
women and that the t e rm " ma i s t rye " eve nt u a l l y a c q u i re s  a 
rad i ca l l y  new me an i ng . 
The ta l e  of the kn i ght and the Loath l y  Lady wh i ch the 
W i f e  o f  B ath t e l l s mos t  l i ke l y  or i g i n a t e d  in I re l and b e f ore 
spread i ng to Eng l and v i a  Br i t anny . 7  A c ompar i s on o f  Chau c e r ' s  
vers i on of the t a l e  w i th i t s maj or ana l ogue s shows 
that they t r e at the mat e r i a l  i n  a v ar i e ty o f  ways . 
A l l I r i sh s t or i e s de al i ng w i th the l o ath l y  l ady go 
back t o  t he o l d l e ge nd o f  Er i u , " a  hag who demanded a k i s s  
f rom a p r i n c e  and the n , r e g a i n i ng her be auty and revea l i ng 
her s e l f  as the p e r s on i f i c at i on of the S overe i gnty of 
I re l and, of f ered the h i gh k i ngsh i p  of Ire l and to the brave 
hero " ( E i sner 17 ) . In the ext ant Eng l i sh vers i ons 
i nc l ud i ng Chau c e r ' s , the s t ory has moved f rom a po l i t i ca l  
to a dome s t i c  c o nt ext: s overe i gnty i s  no l onge r  po l i t i ca l  
ru l e  over a c ount ry , but p e rs ona l ru l e  i n  marr i age ( Ma l one , 
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" WBT "  481 -82; E i s n e r  49 ) . Wh i l e i n  the I r i sh s o ur c e  the 
ma l e  protagon i s t  was or i g i na l l y the s o l ar de i t y Lugh and 
the n , af t e r  the s t ory had at t a i n�d i t s p o l i t i c a l  d ime ns i on ,  
the fut ure k i ng o f  I re l and , mos t  Eng l is h  vers i ons i de n t i f y  
the k n i ght as G awa i n ,  the ne phew o f  k i ng Arthur ( E i s ne r  49 , 
66). On l y  Chau c e r  k e e p s  the k night ' s  i dentity a s e c r e t , 
s i mp l y  de s c r i b i ng him as a " l usty bache l e r "  ( 88 3 ) . Sigmund 
E i s ne r  argu e s  that Chauc er , p r o b ab l y  unw i l l i ng t o  as s o c i at e  
G awa i n  w i t h  a r a p e  adve nture , " avo i ded the d i f f i cu l ty by 
e l i m i nat i ng the n ame and the f am i l i ar re l at i o nsh i p  t o  
Arthur" ( 6 9 )  . But why shou l d  Chau c e r  h ave shrunk f rom 
g i v i ng the v i l l a i n's name i f  he d i d  not th i nk i t  t o o  
shock i ng t o  r e t a i n  the r a p e  mo t i f , wh i ch the ana l ogue s h ave 
dropp e d? What he s e ems t o  a c h i eve by c over i ng up the 
k n i ght ' s  i dent i ty i s  a sh i f t  o f  f o c us away f rom who or what 
the hero i s  t o  what he s ays and how he a c t s , an at t i t ude 
shared by the hag : " Th a t  he is gent i l that dooth g e nt i l 
ded i s " ( 1 1 7 0 ) . Furthermore , by rema i n i ng n ame l e s s , the 
hero be come s the t ime l e s s  r e p re s e nt at i ve o f  a c e rt a i n  ma l e  
att i tude t owards the f ema l e  s ex r ather than a p art i cu l ar 
char a c t e r  conne c t ed w i th Eng l and ' s l e gendary p as t . 
That the exam i nat i o n o f  ma l e  a t t i t ud e s  t owards women 
cons t i tut e s  the c ore o f  the W i f e  o f  B ath's Ta l e  i s  
s upport e d  by Mered i th C ary ' s obs e rvat i on that Chau c e r  
sh i ft s  t h e  f ocus o f  t h e  t a l e  away f rom t h e  t r ad i t i ona l 
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sugge s t i on o f  a mas c u l i ne sys t em o f  va l ue s  t o  a 
rede f i n i t i on o f  s u c h  c e nt r a l c o n c e p t s  as " ho nour " and 
" s overe i gnty " i n  f em i n i ne t e rms . I n  the ana l ogue s , there 
are hunt i ng s c ene s , b a t t l e s , or p ers ona l c ombat s at the 
very out s e t , f o l l owed by a c t s  o f  revenge and d i s c us s i ons of 
abs t r a c t  not i ons o f  honour ; in Chau c e r ' s  vers i on " qu arry 
f ound by Chau c e r ' s  kn i ght i s  not a de e r , but a ma i d, and 
the hand-t o-hand c ombat wh i ch f o l l ows i s  not a p as s age-at­
arms , but r a p e " ( 3 7 6 - 7 7 ) . 
Riding about , the kn i ght o n e  d ay e s p i e s a l one l y  
ma i de n  and , ove r c ome by d e s i re, mak e s  her the obje c t  o f  
s e xua l gr at i f i c at i on ,  i gnor i ng h e r  p r o t e s t at i ons ( "maugr e e  
h i r  h e e d" )  and us i ng v i o l en c e  ( " by verray f or c e " )  Chau c e r  
c ou l d  h ard l y  h ave chos e n  a more a p p r o p r i at e  examp l e  o f  a 
c e r t ain typ e o f  ma l e  behav i our wh i ch ,  d e ny i ng a woman her 
person a l i nt e gr i ty ,  mak e s  her t he v i c t im o f  ma l e  c apr i c e . 
" I n  the W i f e ' s  eye s , "  Tony S l ade s ays , " i t i s  the 
dominat i on o f  the man over the woman wh i ch is the k n i ght ' s  
re a l  o f f e n c e , and i t  i s  f or th i s  that he has t o  undergo h i s  
t e s t " ( 1 6 5 ) . The kn i ght ' s  d e e d , as our exam i nat i o n o f  the 
W i f e ' s  Pro l ogue m i ght s ugge s t , may p r o f i t ab l y be 
int e rpre t ed in c onne c t i o n w i t h  an exam i nat i on o f  negat i ve 
a t t i t ud e s  t owards wome n . 
For his o f f enc e the kn i ght i s  s e nt enc e d  t o  de ath , but 
K i ng Arthur eve ntua l l y g i ve s  in t o  the que e n ' s  p l e a  and 
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de l i ve r s  the c u l pr i t  i nt o  h e r  j ur i sd i c t i o n . I n  the 
ana l ogue s , the t ask to f i nd out "What thyng i s  i t  that 
wonune n moo s t  d e s i re n " ( 9 05 ) i s  g i ven to the hero by an 
e nemy, whe re as i n  Chau c e r ' s  vers i on the q ue e n  t r i e s  t o  
pro t e c t  " a  young gent l eman who has not ne c e s s ar i l y  
conun i t t e d  a c r ime i n  her c ode o f  l ove " ( Huppe 1 30 ) . But 
there c an be no doubt that the queen d o e s  not t ak e  the 
k n i ght ' s  off e n c e  as l i ght l y  as Huppe t r i e s to sugges t ,  f or 
she rem i nds h i m  " That o f  thy l y f  ye t h as t ow no sure t e e " 
(9 03) and admo n i shes h i m w i th the words "Bewar and k e e p  thy 
nekk e bo on f rom i re n" ( 9 06 ) . Un l i k e  the k n i ght i n  the 
ana l ogue s, Chau c e r ' s  kn i ght is s t i l l  in mort a l  danger 
( Roppo l o  2 6 5 ) , but wh i l e the ma l e  c ode o f  honour , 
repre s e nt ed by K i ng Art hur , w i thout much ado c ondemns the 
k n i ght to de ath , f ema l e  j ur i sd i c t i on as exerc i s e d  by the 
que e n  i s  w i l l i ng to g i ve h im a l as t  chan c e  to s ave h i s  own 
l i f e  by unde rgo i ng a p ro c e s s  o f  mora l e n l i ght enme nt . The 
k night is s imu l t ane ous l y  c onf ront ed w i th two d i ff e rent 
c oncept s  of author i ty and s overe i gnty : ma l e  author i ty 
a l most aut omat i c a l l y  s t ar t s  e xe r t i ng i t s p ower as s o on as 
i t s c ode of c o ndu c t  i s  v i o l at e d  and i t s p owe r thre a t e ned, 
wh i l e  f ema l e  author i ty t r i e s t o  s e e  i nt o  the off e nder ' s  
mot ives and g i ve h i m  the opp ortun i ty t o  change . 
This sh i f t  f rom thre at t o  p e d agogy ( C ary 378 ) a c c ou n t s  
f o r  t h e  r i dd l e wh i ch the " l usty b a che l e r" has t o  s o l ve: " To 
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d i s c over what th i ng i t  i s  t h a t  women mos t des i re i s  exac t l y  
the r i ght p roje c t  to remove s ome o f  the c on c e i t  f rom a ma l e  
who p e rh a p s  be l i eved h i ms e l f  t o  be the answe r to that 
que s t i o n" ( Ro p p o l o  2 6 6 ) . Whether t h i s  i s  re a l l y the 
kn i ght ' s  be l i e f  ne e d  not con c e rn us here; more i mp ort ant i s  that 
so far he has been gu i de d  by c ert a i n  m i s c onc ept i ons 
r e g ard i ng the nature of women and that he now has t o  fre e  
hims e l f  from the s e  not i .ons i n  orde r t o  s urv i ve . I n  the 
other vers i ons of t h e  t a l e , C ary remark s , there i s  no 
spe cia l re a s on f or the hero t o  be ask e d  the particu l ar 
que s tion i nvo l ved , but i n  Chau c e r ' s  vers i on the que s t i on 
re l at e s  to a gene r a l and p ervad i ng at t i t ude t owards the 
f eminine ( 37 7 )  . 
The k n i ght s e t s  out on h i s  q ue s t , and we , the re aders , 
ac c omp any him w i th e q u a l i nt e r e s t , f or ,  as the W i fe t e l l s 
us in her a c c ount o f  her f i f th marr i age , the que s tion o f  
wha t  wome n re a l l y want i s  c omp l ex and d i f f i cu l t  t o  answe r, 
and the s o l ut i on wh i ch she s ugge s t s  i s  too evas i ve t o  be 
e asi l y  a c c ept ed . The kn i ght " s ek e t h  every hous and every 
p l ac e " ( 9 1 9 ) , but he c annot f i nd " two c r e atur e s  ac c ord i nge 
i n- f e e re" ( 9 24 )  . He encounters many o f  the ant i f  emin i s t 
argume nt s wh i ch the W i f e  s e t s  f orth i n  her Pro l ogue--that 
wome n are va i n  and l e cherous, that they l ove money and fine 
c l othe s more t h an anyth i ng e l s e--and be c aus e these answer s  
oft e n  cont r ad i c t  and exc l ude e ac h  other , t h e  knight is 
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unab l e  t o  de c i de wh i ch to choos e . But de s p i t e h i s  
p e r p l ex i ty , h e  thus l e ar ns h i s  f i r s t  l e s s o n  c on c ern i ng the 
nature o f  wome n: wome n are a c omp l ex s e x , and what the i r  
re a l  de s i re i s  s e ems t o  e l ude any s i mp l e f ormu l a . Sever a l 
s u ch formu l as are sugge s t e d , but the f ac t  that e ac h  c l a i ms 
corre c t ne s s  wh i l e  t hey are o f t e n  mut u a l l y exc l us i ve shows 
that , u l t i mat e l y , they are subje c t i ve . The k n i ght i s  
conf ront e d  w i t h  what the W i f e  at the beg i nn i ng o f  her 
Pro l o gue c r i t i c i ze s -- the arb i tr ar i ne s s  and weakne s s e s  of 
aut hor i ty--and he d i s c overs one o f  the f o c a l p o i nt s  of her 
appr o a c h  to re a l i ty--d i ve r s i ty .  What he ne eds t o  g a i n  next 
i s  e xper i e n c e . 
On h i s  way back t o  Arthur ' s  c ourt , o ur hero me e t s  the 
o l d hag who prom i s e s  to he l p  h i m . I n  the ana l ogue s she i s  
made i nc r ed i b l y  ug l y  ( Hup pe 130 , C ary 380 ) , but Chau c e r  i s  
cont e n t  w i th o n l y  one l i ne o f  de s cr i p t i on : " A  f ou l er w i ght 
ther may no man devys e" ( 9 9 9 ) . D i s cu s s i ng the k n i ght ' s  
name l e s s n e s s  I argued that Chau c e r  d i s p e n s e s  w i th ext erna l 
c h ar a c t er i zat i on i n  the f orm of n ame and p hys i c a l  
de s c r i pt i on and i ns t e ad a l l ows the p r o t agon i s t o f  h i s  t a l e  
t o  c h ar ac t e r i ze h ims e l f  through wha t  he s ays and the way he 
a c t s . He use s  the s ame t e chn i que i n  h i s  p re s e nt at i on o f  
the o l d c r o ne w i th the r e s u l t  that she , un l i k e  the kn i gh t , 
emerge s as a pos i t i ve c h ar a c t e r  who , af t er a l l ,  s ave s the 
k n i ght ' s  l i f e  by i nt i mat i ng to him the r i ght answe r . 
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Another re a s o n  may b e  that the hag ' s ug l i ne s s  de p e nds l e s s  
on her a c t u a l p hys i c a l  f e atures t h a n  o n  the k n i ght ' s  
pe r c ept i on of her , a sugge s t i on wh i ch I w i l l  d i s cus s whe n  
dea l ing with t h e  h ag ' s t r ansf ormat i on . 
Remark ab l e  i t  i s , at any r a t e , that the k n i ght , whos e  
l if e i s  a t  s take , t rus t s  t h i s  ug l y  woman . F a c i ng 
Gue nevere ' s  t r i buna l e , F l or e n t , the hero i n  Gower ' s  
version, f i r s t  tr i e s  a l l the other answers he has l earnt 
be f ore f in a l l y c om i ng f orward w i th wh at the hag to l d  him . 
Chau c e r ' s  kn i ght , o n  the o t h e r  hand , p r o noun c e s  the h ag ' s 
so l ution at o n c e , p e rh a p s  agre e i ng w i t h  the W i f e  that 
" This e o l de f o lk k an muche l t h i ng "  ( 1 0 0 4 ) , a l t hough he w i l l  
l at e r  us e her o l d age as a r e a s o n  f or reje c t i ng her as h i s  
wif e ( 1 1 00 ) . More i mp ort ant , however , s e ems that the 
kn i ght has re a l i zed as p ar t  o f  h i s  l e arn i ng exp e r i e n c e  that 
the answer to a que s t i on c o n c e rn i ng wome n ' s  nature c an be s t  
b e  g o t  f rom a woman and that h e  there f or e  t rus t s  the h ag's 
f ema l e  i ntuit i o n. " One gathers , "  C ary s ays , " he has 
l earned not a mag i c a l  phr a s e  t o  s o l ve a r i dd l e but a 
genera l t ruth about the other s ex "  ( 381 ) . 
That the kn i ght has moved c l os e r  t o  the t ruth about 
women a l so be c ome s ev i de nt i n  the f avourab l e  re c e p t i o n  o f  
his answe r . I n  the ana l ogues the anger o f  the i ns t i gator 
of the que st p l ays an i mp ort ant ro l e  ( E i s ne r  6 9 ) ; Chau c e r ' s  
Gue nevere and e nt o urage , howeve r , are de l i gh t e d  w i th the 
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kn i ght's p r onoun c ement : " I n a l  the c o urt ne was ther wYf ne 
mayde I Ne wYdwe that c ontr ar i ed that he s ayde , I But 
s eyden he was worthy h an h i s  l i f '  ( 1 043-45 ) . But hard l y  
has the k n i ght e s c ap e d  the de ath p ena l ty when h e  i s  
thre a t ened by a new danger--the hag want s h im t o  marry her 
i n  r e t urn f or her he l p : " . . .  that thou me t ak e  unt o thy wYf , 
I For we l thou wo o s t  that I h ave k e p t  thy l yf '' ( 1 05 5 -5 6 ) . 
I n  the h ag ' s  demand and the kn i ght's r e s p o n s e  two c on t r ary 
not i ons of marr i age c o l l i de . C ons i de r i ng the marr i ed s t at e  
e s s e nt i a l l y a s e xua l af f a i r , the kn i ght i s  de s p e r a t e  t o  
s ave h i s  body f rom the hag's r e p u l s i ve embra c e :  " . . . l e t my 
body go" ( 1 06 1 ) . And s i n c e , as the W i f e  h as r e p e at ed l y  
s t at e d  and exemp l i f i ed i n  h e r  f i r s t  three marr i ages , 
s exua l i ty and money are i nt r i c at e l y  i n t e rwoven--e s p e c i a l l y  
i f  the spous e s  are o f  d i f f e rent age--he o f f ers her h i s  
property as a k i nd o f  r ans om: " T a ak a l  my good" ( 1 06 1 ) . 
The hag , howeve r , i s  not w i l l i ng t o  th i nk i n  the s ame 
t e rms . Reje c t i ng h i s  f i nanc i a l  o f f er--" ! no l de f or a l l the 
met a l  ne f or oor e I That unde r  erthe i s  gr ave o r  l i t h  
above" ( 1 06 4-6 5 ) --she expre s s e s  what marr i ag e  me ans t o  her : 
" But i f  thy wYf I we re , and e ek thy l ove " ( 1 06 6 ) . That 
"womme n de s i ren t o  h ave s overeyne t e e  I As we l over h i r  
husband a s  h i r  l ove , I And f or t o  been i n  ma i s t r i e  hym 
above" ( 1038-40 ) is the s e cret the hag has t aught the 
kn i ght , and i t  may be the re a s on f or his i nte rpre t i ng her 
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i ns i s t e n c e  o n  marr i age a s  a n  expre s s i on o f  her des i re f or 
mastery overoh i m . But wh at t he hag re a l l y wants i s  not 
dom i nat i on ove r  her s p ous e , but h i s  l ove . The kn i ght has 
s aved h i s  l i fe by p arrot t i ng the hag ' s d i c tum , but 
appare nt l y  he d o e s  no t unde r s t and what the s e  words re a l l y 
me an . L ik e  J ankyn , he has t o  g i ve up h i s  d e t ached p os i t i on 
and expe r i e n c e  i n  marr i age the re a l  nature o f  wome n .  
The f i n a l c o nf ront at i on t ak e s  p l a c e  i n  the marr i ag e  
bed , a mos t  app ro p r i at e  l o c at i on f or t h e  kn i ght who got 
h i ms e l f  i nto t roub l e  t hrough a s exua l o f f e n c e  and who now 
f e e l s  s exua l l y thre at ened by h i s  l o ath l y  w i f e . " Wh e n  he 
hide s h ims e l f  l i ke an ow l i n  s h ame ove r h i s  c o nd i t i on , "  
C ary remarks , " and wa l l ows wre t ched l y  i n  bed at the mercy 
of h i s  t o rme n t or , the author i s  i nd i c at i ng that the kn i ght 
i s  a ch i ev i ng a symp athe t i c  i ns i ght into the r e s u l t s to the 
ma i d  of h i s  own e ar l i er brut a l  and l ove l e s s  a c t " ( 3 8 2 ) . 
The k n i ght , as i t  we re , exp e r i enc e s  f or the f i r s t  t ime l i f e  
f rom a pos i t i on c l o s e l y  r e s emb l i ng that o f  the de f e ns e l e s s  
ma i de n  he r av i shed , but h i s  own defe at wi l l  n o t  b e  a 
physic a l  but an i nt e l l e c t ua l af f a i r . H i s  w i f e  c r i t i c i z e s  
h i s  s exua l p erf o rmanc e ,  a n d  he defends h i s  behav i our by 
a c cus i ng her o f  be i ng "  . . .  s o  l oo t h l y , and s o  o o l d  a l s o , I 
And ther t o  c ome n of s o  l ough a kynde " ( 1 1 00-0 1 ) . Wh a t  
f o l l ows i s  the hag ' s  p i l l ow l e c t ure , wh i ch c ompr i s e s  o n e  
f ourth o f  the e nt i re t a l e  and i s  f ound on l y  i n  Chau c e r's 
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vers i o n o f  the s t ory (Hu p p e  1 3 0 ) . 
A c are f u l ana l ys i s  of  the h ag ' s s e rmo n and a 
c omp ar i s o n  w i t h  the W i f e's Pro l ogue show th at the re are 
s ever a l s i m i l ar i t i e s  b e twe e n  the W i fe ' s  and the h ag ' s 
beh av i our wh i ch l ink Pro l o gu e  and Ta l e . B o t h  wome n try to 
c o nv i n c e  the i r  l is t ene rs of the i rr a t i o na l i ty of the i r  
att i tude t owards wome n, and both t ak e  the s ame ap p r o a c h  
though i n  revers e d  orde r . The W i f e  f i rst argue s ( 1 - 1 9 2 )  
a nd t h e n  make s  he rse l f  r e p u l s ive i n  b e h av i our ( 19 3-503) . 
wh i l e the h a g  i s  a l re ady r e p u l s i ve be f ore she undertake s  t o  
c o nv i nc e  the k n i ght argume ntat i ve l y .  The k n i ght rej e c ts 
her be c au s e  she i s  ug l y. o l d and of l ow de s c e nt . thus not 
matc h i ng h i s  image of an i de a l w i f e . But h e r  o l d age and 
ug l i ne s s. the hag t e l l s her young hus b a nd. shou l d  not 
bother h im but mak e  h im h a p py, f or they w i l l  p r ote c t  h im 
from be c om i ng a c u ck o l d  ( l i ne s  1213- 1 6 ) . She shows the 
k n i ght t h at wh at he c o ns i ders c o nv i nc i ng re as o ns aga i ns t  a 
un i on w i th one as o l d, ug l y  and i l l -born as she may a s  we l l  
be reg arded as a s s e ts i n  a wif e. i f  o n l y  they are 
i nt e rpre t ed pro p e r l y  and b a c k e d  up by author i ty .  As the 
W i fe do e s  i n  her Pro l ogue , the o l d crone p rove s  that the 
s ame r e f ere n c e s  to author i ty u s u a l l y emp l oyed i n  s u p p ort o f  
t h e  ma l e  p o i nt o f  view c an as we l l  be us e d  t o  b a ck up the 
f ema l e p os i t i o n. The k n i ght a l s o f e ars that h i s  marr i age 
to the hag w i l l  taint the honour o f  h i s  f am i l y : "A l las. 
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that any of my nac i oun I Sho l de eve r e  so f ou l e  d i s p araged 
be" ( 1 06 8-6 9 ) .  But as h i s  w i f e  shows h i m ,  "true 
g e nt i l e s s e " i s  not a p r o p e r ty i nher i te d  f rom o ne ' s  
anc e s t ors wh i ch has t o  be p r o t e c t ed ag a i ns t  c ont am i nat i on 
but a g i f t  f rom G o d  t h a t  ne eds to be e x e r c i s ed and proved 
i n  everyday c ont a c t .w i th o t her human be i ngs : " Th a t  he i s  
gent i l that dooth g e nt i l de d i s " ( 1170 ) . And i n  that 
r e s pe c t  t he k n i ght has a l r e ady f or f e i t e d  h i s  g e nt i l e s s e: 
" F o r  God i t  woo t  me n may we l o f ten f ynde I A l orde s s one do 
shame and v i l eynye He nys nat ge nt i l ,  be he due o f  
e r l ,  I F o r  v i l eyns synf u l  dede s mak e a cher l "  ( 1 1 5 0-5 1 ;  
1 1 5 7-5 8 )  .8 
B e f ore J ankyn and the kn i ght g i ve up the i r  
sup e r i or i ty , they b o t h  h ave t o  re a l i ze that the i r  a t t i tude 
t owards the i r  w i ve s , and t owards wome n i n  gene r a l ,  i s  not 
b as e d  o n  p er s o n a l exp e r i e n c e  but o n  a q u e s t i on ab l e  
t r ad i t i on-- i n  J a nkyn ' s  c as e  h i s  ant i fem i n i st l e ar n i ng and 
i n  the kn i ght's c as e  h i s  be l i e f  in he r e d i t ary nob i l i ty-- and 
that t h i s  at t i t ude has no th i ng to do w i t h  the i r  actua l 
p ar t ners . I n  the e p i s ode w i th J ankyn , th i s  re a l i zat i on i s  
brought about by the u l t i mat e me ans o f  burn i ng the " book o f  
wYkke d  w i ve s" and the W i f e's p hys i c a l  attack o n  h im ,  wh i l e 
the hag i n  the t a l e  u s e s  the f orm o f  a l og i c a l argume nt t o  
make her hus band aware o f  h i s  m i s c onc e p t i ons , ve ry much the 
s ame appr o a c h  used by the W i f e  in the f i r s t  p art o f  her 
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Pro l o gue . The kn i ght ' s  re a l i zat i on that h i s  a t t i t ude 
t owards h i s  w i f e  i s  b a s e d  o n  a d i s t i n c t i o n of good and b ad 
f ar remove d f rom re a l i ty-- and wh i .ch , by the way , he has 
a l re ady t re s p as s e d  h i ms e l f -- i s  f i n a l l y brought about by the 
c ho i c e he i s  g i ve n  by the hag . 
I n  the ana l o gue s the kn i ght h a s  t o  cho o s e  b e twe e n  
be auty by n i ght or b y  day, whe re as i n  Chau c e r ' s  t a l e  he has 
to de c i de whe ther he wan t s  h i s  w i f e  f oul and f a i t hf u l  or 
f a i r  and f re e  (E i s n e r  50, 6 6 ) . Th i s  o p t i o n d i re c t l y  
corre s p onds d i r e c t l y  t o  a n  ant i f em i n i s t  argume nt wh i c h the 
W i f e  me nt i o ns i n  her Pro l o gue : 
And i f  that she be f a i r , thou verray knave , 
Thou s e y s t  t h a t  every ho l our wo l h i r  h ave; 
She may not wh i l e i n  c h as t i t e e  ab i d e  
Tha t  i s  as s a i l ed u p o n  e a ch a s i de . ( 25 3-5 6 )  
Z imb ardo th i nks t h a t  t he kn i ght has t o  choose betwe e n  
i nn e r , s p i r i t u a l be auty (f ou l but chas t e ) and out e r , 
phys i c a l  be auty (f a i r  but f a i th l e s s )  (17), whe r e a s  Trevor 
Wh i t t o ck remarks t h a t  " p o s s e s s i o n o f  a woman c an g i ve a man 
no joy, s i nc e  he c an o n l y  ho l d  dom i nion over h e r  by mak i ng 
her show h i m the l ove l e s s  s i de of her n a t ure , "  wh i l e  
" a l l ow i ng her i nde p e nde n c e  may a l l ow h e r  t o  b e  t o o  f re e  
w i t h  h e r  l ove , and c au s e  the man t o  t as t e  a l l t h e  doubt f u l  
joys of je a l ousy and be t r ay a l "  (127). B o t h  s t at eme nt s 
br i ng out the g e n e r a l i mp l i c at i ons o f  the d i l enuna: the 
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kn i ght c annot e xp e c t  h i s  w i f e  to mat ch t he i mage of wome n 
that s u i t s  h im be s t . I f  he c o ul d  choo s e , as i n  the 
ana l ogues , to h ave her be aut i f u l  twe l ve hours a day , he 
wou l d  at l e as t  be ab l e  t o  f u l f i l h i s  " word l y  a p p et i t "  
( 1 2 1 8 )  o n  a da i l y  b as i s . A w i f e, h oweve r , who i s  ug l y  
twe nty-f our hours a d ay mus t  r e p e l  h im ,  wh i l e  the p r o s p e ct 
o f  h av i ng her be aut i f u l  and probab l y  mak i ng a c u cko l d  o f  
h im mus t  o f f e nd h i s  mal e ho nour . 
Chau c e r , we h ave s e e n , change s h i s  mode l o f  the W i f e  
o f  B at h ' s Ta l e  i n  s ever a l r e s p e c t s  i n  orde r to br i ng i t  i n  
l i ne w i th the W i f e ' s  Prol ogue . He r e t a i ns f e at ur e s  o f  the 
s t ory wh i ch a l re ady s e rve h i s  art i s t i c  purp o s e s  i n  the f orm 
i n  wh i ch he f i nds them . Several o f  the s e  f e a t ure s h ave 
a l r e ady be e n  d i s c u s s e d , but there i s  o ne wh i c h has not yet 
be e n  c omme nt e d  u p o n : the ge nre o f  the t a l e . In roman c e s , 
k n i gh t s  o n  the i r  que sts f or the u l t i mate t r u t h  t ry t o  do 
the r i ght and avo i d  the wrong , wh i ch mak e s  the wor l d  o f  the 
r omanc e  " a  wor l d  o f  mor a l b l acks and wh i t e s " ( Evans 1 3 8 )  
The kn i ght ' s  c o ndu c t  t owards wome n i s  r e gu l at e d  by the 
c o nvent i o ns of c ourtl y l ove , and l ove i s  u s u al l y  l im i t ed t o  
e x t r amar i t a l  re l a t i on s h i p s i n  wh i ch the m i s tr e s s  ru l e s over 
her l over . That t h e  W i f e  w i th her s e ns e  f or r e a l i ty te l l s 
a romanc e  s e t  i n  f a i ryl and i s  rather s u r p r i s i ng ,  but we s e e  
re a l ity bre ak i nt o  t h i s  mag i c  worl d o nl y  a f ew l i ne s  af ter 
the be g i nn i ng , whe n  the Wi f e  c omp ar e s  the f a i ry l and o f  the 
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remo t e  p as t  w i th the friar l and of the p r e s ent . The s ame 
c rude re a l ism s t rike s  ag a i n  when we he ar that the knight 
rap e s  a ma i den ; no " genti l " knight in a c onvent i ona l 
r omanc e wou l d  do t hat-- as Gower ' s  F l orent , for ins t anc e , 
shows . 
Conf ront e d  wit h  the r e a l ity of marr i age , the kn i ght 
t ak e s  refuge in h i s  mis c onc e p t i on of " gent i l e s s e , " wh i ch 
t e l l s h i m  what i s  good and what is b ad . But h i s  w i fe shows 
h im that th i s  c onc e p t  of " genti l e s s e " i s  q u i t e unre a l i s t i c . 
She make s  him unde r s t and that in re a l l if e  there i s  no ne at 
d i s t i nc t i o n be twe en good and bad , fou l and f a i r . I f  he 
want s  her be autifu l ,  he has to put up wit h t he p o s sibi l it y  
o f  h e r  unf a i thfu l ne s s . I f , on the o t h e r  h and , he wan t s  her 
exc l us i ve l y  for h i ms e l f , he has to a c c e p t  her ug l ine s s . 
Th i s  di l emma mak e s  the knight re a l i ze that h i s  i nt e l l e c tu a l 
c ap ac i ty is not gre at enough t o  mak e the right de cision . 
As i t  t urns out , howeve r ,  his int e l l e c t u a l s urrender i s  the 
o n l y  right de c i sion he c an mak e . 
I n  h i s  re s p ons e t o  h e r  pi l l ow l e c t ure the knight 
addr e s s e s  the hag as " My l ady and my l ove , and wYf s o  
deere " ( 1 2 30 ) , thus e x p re s s i ng his f und ame n t a l l y changed 
at t i t ude t owards his s p ou s e . I n  c a l l i ng her ' l ady ' he 
acknow l edges her i nt e l l e c tu a l s u p e r i or i ty whi l e  w i th the 
word ' wYf '  he f or t h e  fir s t  time a c c e p t s  her as h i s  p ar t n e r  
i n  marr i age; and ' my l ove ' chara c t e r i ze s  t h e  bas i s  o n  wh i ch 
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he i s  ab l e  t o  un i t e the s e  two t e rms--the l ove f or h i s  wi f e . 
Ac c e p t i ng her ' wi s e  gove rnanc e '  ( 1 2 3 1 ) , he grant s her the 
r i ght t o  mak e the f i na l de c i s i o n hers e l f ,  and l ik e  J ankyn 
he admo n i shes her not to do anyth i ng that m i ght do h arm t o  
e i ther p ar t n e r ' s  honour : " Che s e th youre s e l f  wh i ch may be 
moo s t  p l e s an c e  I And mo os t honour to yow and me a l s o " 
( 1 2 3 2-33 ) . As i n  the W i f e ' s  f i f th marr i age, the 
re c o nc i l i at i o n  i s  s e a l e d w i t h  a k i s s , and l ike A l i s oun, the 
hag i s  t r ans f orme d i nt o  a p e r s o n  " good and trewe " ( 1 2 4 3 )  
and, more over, young a nd b e aut i f u l . 
The h ag ' s tr ans f orma t i on i s  an e s s e n t i a l  f e ature o f  
a l l E ng l i sh t a l e s a n d  a l s o  o f  t h e  I r i sh o r i g i na l , but 
Chauc e r  s i gn i f i c ant l y  dev i at e s  w i th r e g ard to the re a s o n  he 
g i ve s  f or the h ag ' s  prev i ous e n ch antme n t . I n  the 
ana l ogue s ,  E i s n e r  p o i nt s  out, the o l d w i f e ' s  e n c h antme nt i s  
due t o  the ma l evo l e nc e  o f  her s t e pmother , and h e  c o n c l ud e s  
that any c ommo n s our c e  o f  the E ng l i sh Arthur i an l o at h l y  
l ady t a l e s  a l s o  i nc l uded t h i s  f e a t ur e  ( 56 ) . I n  Chau c e r ' s  
vers i on, on the o t h e r  h and, we g e t  no i nf ormat i o n o n  why or 
how the hag has be e n  e nc h ant ed ; i ns t e ad , she s e ems t o  
p os s e s s  s u p e rhuman p owe rs wh i ch e nab l e  her t o  change her 
ap p e ar a n c e  ( Ma l one " WBT " 48 1 ) . The s ame r e t i c e n c e  o n  
Chau c e r ' s  p art , I p o i nt e d  o u t ,  c an be f ound w i th r e g ard t o  
t h e  hag ' s i de nt i ty a n d  phys i c a l  ap p e aran c e , and I argu e d  
that i t  at l e as t sugge s t s  the p o s s i b i l i ty that t h e  o l d 
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woman ' s  ug l i ne s s  is not so mu ch grounded i n  p a l p ab l e  
e x t e r n a l f e a t ur e s  as i n  t he way the k n i ght s e e s  her . 
I f . f urthermore , the k n i ght c an be s e e n , by v i rtue o f  h i s  
n ame l e s s ne s s , a s  a t ime l e s s  r e p re s e nt at i ve o f  a c e rt a i n  
ma l e  a t t i tude t owards the f ema l e  s e x , the n the hag , who s e  
or i g i n  and i de nt i ty are e q u a l l y unde t e rm i ned , may we l l  b e  
r e g arded a s  r e p re s e nt i ng o n e  p art i c u l ar f ema l e  image or , 
r ather , o n e  f ac e t  o f  the p r o t o typ i c a l f ema l e  who s e  nature 
the k n i ght has s e t  out to exp l ore and of wh i ch the young 
ma i d e n  and the mat erna l Que e n  Gue nevere are other 
as p e c t s . 9  The i mp ort ant obs e rvat i on is that the 
re s p e c t i ve f ac e t  the k n i ght i s  c onf r o n t e d  w i th d i re c t l y  
c orre s p o nds t o  the way i n  wh i ch h e  s e e s  t h e  wome n he 
e n c ount ers and a c t s  t owards them . H i s  mora l l y ug l y  a c t  of 
rap i ng the ma i d e n  f or c e s  h im to d i s c over the ug l y  as p e c t s  
of t h e  f ema l e  s e x , wh i l e h i s  new a t t i t ude t owards h i s  w i f e  
mak e s  i t  p o s s i b l e  f or h im t o  d i s c over what h as a l l the t ime 
be e n  h i dde n under the l ayer of her outward ug l i ne s s . What 
the k n i ght , t h e n , e n c ount e r s  o n  h i s  way t owards a be t t e r 
unders t and i ng o f  wome n ' s  n a t ure i s  d i f f e r e n t  image s of 
wome n , e ac h  r e f l e c t i ng h i s  own v i s i on o f  the f ema l e . 
" Th e  h ag ' s  c h ange , '  J os e ph R .  Ro p p o l o  remark s , "may be 
mag i c a l , ne c e s s ary to the happy e nd i ng of a f a i ry s t ory ; or 
p e rh a p s  the change o c c urs o n l y  i n  the m i nd o f  the kn i ght : 
w i t h  h i s  new v i s i on ,  the s ame l ady who s e emed f ou l  and o l d 
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and of ' l ow kynde ' i s . i n  her w i sdom and f a i th and p ur i ty .  
young and be aut i f u l and worthy o f  h i s  l ove " ( 2 6 8 )  . 
To wha t  ext e nt the hag nee ds. the k n i ght i n  order t o  be 
r e s t ored to her f ormer be auty has be e n  k e e n l y  o b s e rved by 
Robe r t  Meyer: " I t  i s  a much-over l ook e d  p o i nt . I th i nk .  that 
in the W i f e ' s  s t ory the h a g  s e ems t o  n e e d  the r e g e ne r at e d  
bache l or as much as h e  n e e d s  her . The hag i n  the a n a l o gue s 
s uff ers under a s p e l l  wh i ch o n l y  the kn i ght ' s  r i ght answer 
c an bre ak . but the f at e  of the hag i n  Chau c e r ' s  vers i on 
s e ems t o  be de p e nd e n t  mor e  o n  t he bache l or ' s ove r c om i ng h i s  
own ' s p e l l '  o f  mor a l b l i ndne s s . She be c ome s be aut i f u l and 
v i rt uous o n l y  af t e r  the b a c he l or has be c ome c ap ab l e o f  
re c o gn i z i ng be auty and v i rtue " ( 2 35 ) . 
I f  the k n i ght and the h a g  re a l l y de p e nd o n  e ac h  o ther , 
i f  o n e  c annot deve l op w i thout the other ' s  he l p , we wonder 
what has be c ome o f  the hag ' s s t at eme nt that " Womme n d e s i re n  
t o  h ave s overeyne t e e  I As we l ove r h i s  housbond a s  h i r  
l ove , I And f or t o  b e e n i n  ma i s t r i e  hym above . "  Af t e r  a l l ,  
we s e e  the hag t r ans f ormed i nt o  a be i ng that " obeyed hym i n  
every thyng I That mygh t e  doon hym p l e s an c e  o r  l yk i ng "  
( 1 2 5 5 -5 6 ) , j us t  as i n  the Pro l o gue the W i f e  be c ome s " t o  hym 
as kynde I As any wYf f rom D e nmark unt o Ynde I And a l s o  
trewe " ( 82 3 - 2 5 ) . 1 0 A p p are nt l y , ne i ther t h e  W i f e  o f  B a t h  
n o r  t h e  o l d h a g  s e e s  f ema l e  s overe i gnty i n  marr i age as an 
e nd i n  i t s e l f . They are c o n c erned not so mu ch w i th 
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e s t ab l i sh i ng dom i n a t i o n ove r the ma l e  a s  w i th re f ut i ng and 
rej e c t i ng c e rt a i n  n e g a t i ve image s o f  wome n and w i th 
e s t ab l i sh i ng the i r  own i nde p e nde n c e . They f i ght f or 
p e rsona l i nt e gr i ty and f or the r i ght o f  s e l f -re a l i z at i o n 
out s i de the ro l e s pr e s c r i bed by a prej ud i c e d  ma l e  s o c i e t y . 
Sovere i gnty thus d o e s  n o t  s imp l y  me an p owe r ove r another 
human be i ng but p owe r ove r o ne s e l f . A s  D av i d  p o i nt s  out , 
the k n i ght ' s  " answe r  i s  t o  a l l ow h i s  w i f e  t o  cho o s e  f or 
hers e l f , and i n  a l l ow i ng her t o  choos e , he i s  o f  c ours e 
g i v i ng her s ove re i gnty . I t  i s  not s overe i gnty over h i m ,  
howeve r , a l though the W i f e  o f  B ath may t h i nk  s o . I t  i s  
s overe i gnty ove r her s e l f --the r i ght t o  e x e r c i s e  her own 
f re e  mor a l c ho i c e as a human be i ng and as a woman . Th i s  i s  
what wome n t ru l y  d e s i re mos t , not s overe i gnty over me n but 
over thems e l ve s " ( 1 56 ) . On l y  whe n  the w i f e  has s e c ured f or 
hers e l f  t h i s  p er s o n a l i nde p e nd e nc e , i s  she ab l e -- and 
w i l l i ng-- t o  e s t ab l i sh a mut u a l l ove-re l at i onsh i p  and t o  
re l i nq u i sh p art o f  her new l y-ga i ned f r e e dom a s  her 
c o n t r i but i on t o  the growth o f  the re l at i onsh i p :  " Thus , i n  
the mut u a l re c ogn i t i o n o f  the other , i n  e a c h  g i v i ng on l y  t o  
f i nd that the g i v i ng i s  the t ak i ng ,  i n  t h i s  l i e s the i de a l  
l ove-marr i age re l at i o nsh i p " ( Wh i t t o ck 1 2 7 ) . 
I n  our r e ad i ng of The W i f e  of  B a t h ' s  Pro l ogue and Ta l e  
we have c ome a l o ng way f rom the W i f e ' s  adv i c e t o  wome n o n  
how t o  s ubj e c t  the i r  hus b ands t o  the h ag ' s e s t ab l i shme nt o f  
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a h a p p y  marr i age , but the ana l ys i s  has shown that ne i ther 
Pro l ogue nor Ta l e  c an be re ad and unde r s t ood s e p arat e l y . 
Chau c e r  c are f u l l y  remode l l e d  and mod i f i ed the s ourc e o f  the 
W i f e ' s  t a l e  i n  order to br i ng out the i nt erde p e nde n c e  of 
the two p ar t s  o f  the W i f e ' s  p e r f orman c e , so that i n  t e l l i ng 
her t a l e  the W i f e  do e s  n o t  under cut the argume nt at i o n o f  
h e r  Pro l ogue but sup p o r t s  i t  and e l abor at e s  i t s 
i mp l i c at i o ns . B o t h  W i f e  and h ag are aware o f  the ma l e  
p rej ud i c e aga i ns t  the i r  s e x , and they re a c t  aga i ns t  th i s  
p rej ud i c e . They p rove t h a t  man ' s n e g a t i ve i mage s o f  wome n ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  tho s e  c o n c ern i ng marr i age , are b as e d  on a 
m i s c o n c e p t i on ,  the wrong n o t i o n o f  ma l e  s u p e r i or i ty and 
f ema l e  i nf er i or i ty . I n  orde r t o  mak e the i r  hus bands aware 
of how que s t i on ab l e the i r  v i s i on of wome n i s , t hey p l ay 
w i t h  v ar i ous f ema l e  i mage s . Put t i ng them o n  and t ak i ng 
them o f f l ike masks , they mak e  the i r  s p ou s e s  d e s i rous o f  
f i nd i ng o u t  the re a l  be i ng beh i nd the s e  masks . Eve n t u a l l y ,  
they br i ng t hem t o  the p o i nt where t hey c annot he l p  
acknow l e dg i ng the i r  own i nf e r i or i ty and a c c e p t i ng the i r  
w i ve s ' dom i n a nc e . B o t h  husbands undergo a p ro c e s s  o f  
e n l i gh t e nme n t  wh i ch i s  o n l y  h i n t e d  at i n  t h e  W i f e ' s  
Pro l ogue but i s  pr e s e nt e d  i n  i t s  var i ou s  s t ag e s  i n  her 
Ta l e . The t r ad i t i on a l v i ew o f  marr i age , i n  wh i ch the man 
ru l e s and the w i f e  obeys , i s  shat t ered , and a revers a l  o f  
ro l e s l e ads t o  a re d i s t r i but i on of p owe r . 
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B o t h  t h e  W i f e  and t h e  h a g  know t h a t  e i ther 
extreme--ma l e  dom i n a t i o n and f ema l e  dom i nat i o n--f a i l s  t o  
t ak e  a c c ount o f  the re a l i ty o f  human behav i our . the 
c ont end i ng d e s i r e s  f or p owe r and s ubj ugat i o n . E s t ab l i s h i ng 
a revers a l  o f  ro l e s may be a us e f u l  s t r a t e gy t o  ove rthrow 
ma l e  dom i nanc e , but what f i n a l l y  has t o  be abando ned 
a l t o ge ther i s  the n o t i o n o f  dom i nanc e i n  marr i age i n  order 
to a l l ow mut u a l l ove and a c c e p t an c e  to grow . Both i n  the 
W i f e ' s  f i f th marr i age and i n  the hag ' s marr i age t o  the 
kn i ght a mut u a l a c c e p t an c e  t ak e s  the p l a c e  o f  any f orm of 
dom i nat i o n .  Th at the Wi f e  c o n c l ud e s  her p e rf ormanc e w i th a 
p r ayer f or " Housbond e s  me eke , yonge , and f r e s sh abedde " 
( 1 25 9 )  and a c ur s e  o n  tho s e  " That wo l n a t  be governed by 
h i r  wyve s " ( 1 2 6 2 )  ought not t o  be s e e n  as C h au c e r ' s  f i na l 
at t emp t at unde rcut t i ng a l l she has s a i d  s o  f ar and at 
mak i ng her the l ud i c rous c h ar a c t e r  wh i ch many c r i t i c s s e e  
her as . I t  i s  s i mp l y that the W i f e  i s  t o o  s e ns i b l e  o f  
re a l i ty and o f  t h e  s t at i o n o f  wome n i n  h e r  t ime t o  i gnore 
that her p e r s ona l v i s i o n o f  mar i t a l b l i s s  i s , af t e r  a l l ,  a 
ut o p i a  wh i ch s t i l l  h a s  t o  f a c e  the s trugg l e  w i th 1 4th 
c ent ury Eng l i sh re a l i ty . 
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No t e s  
1 Seve r a l o f  the p e r s o nas wh i ch A l i s oun p u t s  o n  dur i ng 
her rhe t or i c a l  and the at r i c a l  p e r f ormanc e  c orre s pond . as 
Weis smann has shown . to the f our pr i mary i mage s o f  wome n 
d i s t i ngu i shed by the M i dd l e  Ages . " p r imary i n  the s e ns e  
that the a l t ernat i ve c o n c e p t i o ns o f  wome n t hey de f i ne d  
p rov i ded t h e  b as i c  vo c abu l ary of i nd i v i dua l c h ar a c t e r  
c r e at i o n "  ( 9 4 ) . 
2 Ac c ord i ng t o  B art l e t t  J .  Wh i t i ng ,  the f our ma i n  
ant i f e min i s t  authors whom the · W i f e  o f  B ath r e f ers t o  are : 
St . J e r ome : Ep i s t o l a  adver s us J ov i n i anum ( in c l ud i ng the l ong 
q uo t at i on f rom Theophras t us: L i be r  aure o l us de 
nupt i i s )  
Wa l t e r  Map : D i s suas i o  V a l er i i ad Ruf i num ne uxorem duc at 
( 1 1 8 1 ) 
J e an de Meun's c on t i nuat i on o f  t he Roman de l a  Ro s e  
( c .  1 2 7 5 - 8 0 ) 
Eus t ache D e s champ s  ( c . 1346 - 1 406 ) : M i ro i r  de Mar i age 
Robert P .  M i l l er p o i nt s  out that the roo t s  o f  the 
ant i f em i n i s t  t r ad i t i on c an be f ound i n  the work s of wr i t ers 
of the l at e  Roman Emp i re .  s u c h  as Luc re t i us . Ov i d ,  and 
Juve n a l .  The e ar l i e s t  and mos t  i nf l ue nt i a l  wr i t er work i ng 
i n  t h i s  t r ad i t i o n was S t . J e rome . who i n  3 9 3  AD wrote a 
dis suas i on aga i ns t  marr i age . A l though he d i d  no t de ny the 
l e g i t i ma c y  o f  the marr i ed s t at e . he c o ns i dered i t  i nf er i or 
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to the s t at e  o f  v i rg i n i ty, p o i nt i ng out the d angers of 
marr i ed l i f e  f or the s p i r i t ua l l i f e  of  the ma l e , e s p e c i a l l y 
be c aus e of the s e xua l as p e c t  i nvQ l ved . H i s  at t a ck o n  
wome n , however, was not d i r e c t ed ag a i ns t  wome n as a c l as s , 
but aga i ns t  the dangers o f  the c ar n a l un i o n t o  the p urs u i t  
o f  ph i l os o p hy . Dur i ng the M i dd l e  Age s , th i s  t r ad i t i o n was 
c ont i nued by the Chr i s t i an re l i g i o n ,  wh i ch r e g arded the 
p re s e n c e  of d e a t h  as the c ons e q u e n c e  of Adam ' s t emp t at i o n 
by Eve, i nt e r p re t e d a l l e gor i c a l l y  as the s ubj ugat i o n o f  
Re ason t o  t h e  F l e s h . As a r e su l t , Chr i s t i ans be l i eved 
that the natur a l order of P ar ad i s e  h ad be e n  abandoned and 
that the de s c e ndant s of Adam l i ve a c c o rd i ng to a d e p r i ve d  
i mage of man . A w i de s p r e ad a s c e t i c i sm wh i ch deve l op e d  i n  
the e ar l y  Chur ch t r i ed t o  r e s t ore the or i g i na l  i mage o f  man 
and to avo i d  the e v i l s  wh i ch the s i ght of a woman m i ght 
arous e . I n  the twe l f th t o  f ourt e e nth c e nt ur i e s , t h i s  
prop ag anda was f o s t ered by a r e f orm moveme nt w i th i n  the 
Chur ch wh i ch o p p o s e d  a marr i ed c l ergy ( 3 9 9 -402 ) . 
3 Kernan p o i nt s  out th i s  s im i l ar i ty be twe e n  the 
P ardoner and the W i f e : 
I n  the c ours e o f  her l o ng Pro l o gue , the W i f e  
g i ve s  ev i de n c e  f or ne ar l y  every c h arge aga i ns t  
w i v e s  wh i c h Chau c e r  m i ght have f ound i n  the 
c o p i ous ant i - f em i n i s t l i t e r at ure of the t i me s ,  
and s h e  adds a f ew t r i cks o f  h e r  own . S im i l ar l y 
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the P ardoner , though he pre a c h e s  a g a i ns t  avar i c e ,  
p r a c t i c e s  i t  a s  h i s  dom i nat i ng v i c e--
Thus k an I pre ch a g ayn that s ame v i c e  
Wh i ch that I u s e , and that i s  avar i c e 
( C4 2 7 - 2 8 ) --
and i n  h i s  c o nf e s s i on a l Pro l ogue he reve a l s  h i s  
avar i c i ous e nds and the uns c rup u l ou s  p r ac t i c e s  he 
emp l oys in the c o ndu c t  o f  h i s  ' bus i ne s s . '  ( 6 )  
Lumi ansky, i n  h i s  d i s c u s s i o n o f  the W i f e  o f  B ath ' s 
Pro l ogue, c ome s t o  a s i m i l ar c o nc l us i o n :  
The W i f e  r e g a l e s  her aud i e n c e  f or 1 6 2  l i ne s  w i th 
argume n t s  c o n c e r n i ng c h as t i t y and marr i age . From 
her s p e e ch the P ardoner re a l i z e s  t h a t  here i s  a 
p e r s o n  who c o ns i de r s  hers e l f  out s i de the 
governanc e o f  the u s u a l mor a l l aws c o ntro l l i ng 
marr i age and the s e xu a l re l at i o nsh i p , and who i s  
by n o  me a n s  af r a i d  o f  de f e nd i ng h e r  p o s i t i on .  At 
o n c e  the P ardo ner gr a s p s  the s i m i l ar i ty b e twe e n  
the W i f e ' s  p o s i t i o n w i t h  r e g ard t o  marr i age and 
h i s  own p o s i t i o n w i th r e g ard to re l i g i on . B o th 
are unashamed l y  beyond the ru l e s  by wh i ch the 
mas s o f  p e op l e  are governed ; a nd e ac h  i s  a rebe l 
wi th i n  h i s  s phere o f  human behav i or . ( 2 0 5 - 0 6 ) 
4 For f urther i nf ormat i o n o n  med i ev a l a t t i t ud e s  t owards 
wome n , s e x, and marr i age s e e  the q u o t at i o n s  f rom G .  Rat t r ay 
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Tay l or , Sex i n  H i s t ory ( Th ame s and Huds o n , 1 9 53 )  and 
J a c que s Le c l erq , Marr i age and the F am i l y  ( Freder i ck Pus t e t , 
1 9 4 1 ) , both i n  Wh i t t o ck 1 1 9 - 1 2 1 . 
5 As D av i d  remark s : 
F i r s t , she want s money and i nde p e nde nc e . 
A l though she marr i e s the o l d me n f or the i r  money , 
she i s  l e s s  i nt e r e s t e d  i n  mo ney i t s e l f  t h an i n  
the th i ngs mo ney c an buy , the mos t  i mp ort ant o f  
wh i ch i s  p owe r . I ns t i nc t i ve l y ,  the W i f e  re a l i z e s  
that the i nf e r i or p o s i t i on o f  wome n i n  s o c i e ty i s  
due t o  the i r  e c o nomi c de p e nde n c e . Her marr i age 
t e rms , there f ore , are a l e g a l c o ntro l o f  her 
husband ' s  p r o p erty . Thus the bond of matr i mo ny 
i s  f or her a me ans o f  purchas i ng her f re edom . 
( 1 43-45 ) 
� There c an be l i t t l e  doubt that the W i f e  i s  aware o f  
the i nf l ue n c e  ant i f em i n i sm h a s  h ad o n  her , and s h e  s e ems t o  
expre s s  t h i s  awar e ne s s  i n  h e r  s t at eme nt o n  a s t ro l ogy : " I  
f o l wed ay my i nc l i n as i oun I By vertu of my c o ns t e l l ac i oun " 
(614-15) . S e e  D av i d  1 53 f or an e l u c i dat i ng c omme nt on 
the s e  l i ne s . For a p sycho l og i c a l ap p r o a c h  to the W i f e ' s  
c h ar a c t e r  s e e  Kernan , e s p . p . 1 3 ;  and Row l and , e s p . p . 39 1 . 
7 A  de t a i l ed d i s cus s i on o f  the I r i sh s our c e  and the 
ana l o gue s of Ch au c e r ' s  t a l e  c an be f ound i n  S i gmund E i s ne r : 
The W i f e  of B a t h ' s  Ta l e  and i n  G . H .  Maynad i e r : The W i f e  o f  
Koehn 4 7  
B ath ' s Ta l e : I t s Sour c e s  a n d  A n a l ogue s . E i s n e r  argues that 
the t a l e  o f  the kn i gh t  and the l o at h l y  l ady , l ik e  mos t  of 
the t a l e s  c o nne c t ed w i th K i ng Art hur , or i g i nat ed i n  
I re l and , c ame t o  Wa l e s  where i t  was e l abor a t e d , was t h e n  
brought t o  Fran c e  b y  b i l i ngua l Bre t ons , a n d  f i n a l l y re a ched 
Norman Eng l and . The mos t  i mp ort ant E ng l i sh a n a l o gue s o f  
Chau c e r ' s  t a l e  are : 
John G owe r : " The Ta l e  o f  F l orent " i n  C onf e s s i o  A.mant i s  
( l at e  1 4th c e n t ury )  
The Marr i age o f  S i r  G awa i n  ( a  b a l l ad f r agme nt , p robab l y  
1 5 th c e ntury ) 
The Weddynge of S i r G awayne and D ame Ragne l l  ( a  roman c e )  
s i t  s e ems s t r ange that the hag dwe l l s s o  l ong o n  a 
v i nd i c at i o n of p overty ( l i ne s  1 1 7 7- 1 6 0 6 ) f or wh i ch the 
kn i ght has never re a l l y r e p r oved her , ex c e p t  by way of 
a t t a ck i ng her l ow b i rth . But af t e r a l l i t  i s  A l i s oun of 
B at h  who is t e l l i ng t h i s  s t ory , and her p re o c c up at i o n w i t h  
mo ney has be e n  p o i nt e d  out . A p p are nt l y , the W i f e  d o e s  not 
f o l l ow J e sus who " Ne wo l de n a t  che s e  a v i c i ous l yvyng " 
( 1 1 8 2 ) and d o e s  not s ubs c r i be t o  the h ag ' s d i c t um that 
" G l ad p ove r t e  i s  an hone s t e  thynt , c e r t eyn " ( 1 1 8 3 ) . As 
w i th v i rg i n i ty ,  she mi ght answer , the Lord " s p ak t o  hem 
that wo l de l yve p arf i t l y ;  / and l ordynge s , by youre l eve , 
that am nat I "  ( 1 1 1 - 1 2 ) . 
9 Qu i nn ,  f or whom the o l d woman i s  the f a i ry q ue e n  i n  
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other gu i s e , sugge s t s  the p o s s i b i l i ty that " the v i o l at e d  
ma i de n  was a f a i ry ,  who re ap p e ars as the ' o l de wYf ' at t he 
o p p ortune mome nt t o  s ave the hero ' s  l i f e "  ( 2 1 4- 1 5 ) . Th i s  
i de nt i f i c at i o n  o f  the hag w i t h  the q ue e n  o f  the f a i r i e s  i s  
s u p p orted by P r a t t  ( 6 9 -7 0 ) , who p o i nt s  out a p ar a l l e l 
bewt e e n  the W i f e  o f  B ath ' s  i nt roduc t i o n  t o  her t a l e  C l i ne s  
85 9 - 6 1 )  and the de s c r i p t i o n of the k n i ght ' s  e n c ount e r  w i t h  
t h e  h a g  ( 9 8 9 -9 2 ; 9 9 7- 9 8 ) . Qu i nn ' s v i ew t h a t  the hag i s  
i de nt i c a l  w i th the v i c t i m o f  the k n i ght ' s  r a p e  i s  shared by 
Harwood : " Hav i ng b e e n  d i sho nour ed , the ma i d e n  be c ome s a 
hag . Wh e n  honour i s  ve s t e d  i n  her o n c e  more , she be c ome s a 
ma i de n  aga i n "  ( 2 7 2 )  . 
1 0 Th i s  prob l em has p r ovok e d  d i f f e r e n t  c r i t i c a l  
r e s p o ns e s . Hup p e , f or i ns t an c e , s e e s  the W i f e ' s  Ta l e  as 
s up p ort i ng her t h e s i s  " th a t  husbands c an l i ve h a p p i l y o n l y  
i f  they y i e l d  the mas t e ry t o  the i r  w i ve s " ( 1 3 3 - 3 4 ) , a v i ew 
shared by S l ade ( 1 6 � ) . Lum i ansky , o n  the o t h e r  h a nd , who 
a l s o  th i nk s  that the W i f e ' s  p urp o s e  i n  t e l l i ng her t a l e  i s  
t o  prove that a hus band shou l d  g i ve h i s  w i f e  mas t e ry i n  
order t o  avo i d  m i s e ry , argu e s  that the mor a l o f  the t a l e  
a c t u a l l y under c ut s t he W i f e ' s  argume nt ( 1 2 7 - 2 8 ) . Ma l one 
c omes to a s im i l ar c on c l us i on C "WBT " 483 ; 49 0 ) . 
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